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Prologue: A Hero’s Wake

----- Lumina -----

 
“Are you sure about this, Princess?”
I hold back a sigh as I look to the young woman across from me. My attendant, Elise de Valeria, stares into my eyes as she sits on the plush carriage seat.
“How many times are you going to ask that, Elise?”
“I’m sorry, Princess. I simply worry that we’re giving chase in the wrong direction.”
“I understand that, but I have faith.”
“Faith in your decision?”
“No, faith in the hero, Sir John Lawrence Locke.”
Sir Locke picked up an elf slave girl during his time in Silvia. The heroes in the stories I read as a little girl would see to it that she makes it back to elven lands in the east, regardless of the danger involved.
I have to believe in him. If he turns out to be just as rotten as the other three summoned heroes, then…
I can’t even finish my line of thought, fearing to even imagine such a future.
Surely that can’t be. There must be at least one true hero. There simply must…
Elise looks unconvinced. “Although he was last seen leaving Reim through the eastern gate, none of the scouts sent to watch the highway could find traces of him.”
“Yes, he seems adept at hiding his tracks. It was the same when he fled Silvia, no?”
“That’s true, but I have a difficult time believing such a notorious figure could remain completely unseen after weeks of travel.”
“Still, we will stay the course. Besides, we’re nearly at Antara, are we not? If Sir Locke is truly heading eastward as I surmised, Antara is one of the few places to stop and refill his supplies.”
Elise nods, though it’s obvious she has her doubts.
She still doesn’t believe that Sir Locke is a hero, despite everything she’s seen and heard.
Even so, she’s willing to put her trust in my hands and stand against the words of the Goddess herself, whose prophecy labeled him as the False Hero, summoned by the Lord of Chaos to destroy the four races.
I can’t help but feel unworthy of her devotion. As a sheltered princess, I’ve hardly any accomplishments to call my own. My days are filled mostly with tutoring or meetings with noble children whose parents wish to win my father’s favor.
While it’s true that I saved Elise’s family from execution for crimes they didn’t commit, it’s only a single accomplishment in an otherwise scarce list of achievements for which I can be truly proud during my twelve years of life. Yet, for Elise, that is enough.
I lose myself in thought, watching the tree line pass by as the carriage continues eastward toward Antara.
Eventually, my thoughts are disrupted when the gentle ring of a bell fills the air, indicating that the coachman has information for us. Elise stands and opens the curtain, giving us a view of the road ahead.
After a short interaction with the driver, she closes it and walks to me. “Seems there’s a group of travelers heading our direction.”
“Is there anything strange about them?”
“Nothing of note, so I don’t expect any trouble.”
“I see. Still, I’m interested in what they have to say, so please kindly ask them their destination and the reason for their travels.”
“Understood.” Elise stands once again and exits the carriage.
Will they tell the same tale as the others?
A sense of excitement flows through me as I recall the words of several other groups of travelers we’ve encountered during our trip eastward.
It’s not long before Elise returns, and I find myself leaning forward in anticipation of her report.
“They proclaim to be carrying goods to a nearby town to trade. They have a cart full of various items, none of which appear suspicious, so I’m inclined to believe them.”
“Yes. Thank you for not badgering them because of my curiosity.” I give her a grateful look. “So, are they merchants, then?”
“No. They are simple citizens from a town a short distance further east.”
“Why make such a dangerous trip? Surely they can conduct their trades through the traveling merchants who frequent this road, no?”
“It seems merchants have been avoiding their town due to a recent monster infestation that settled nearby. However…” Elise hesitates for a few seconds, “…a group of adventurers has recently dispatched the monsters.”
A smile forms on my face. “How did they describe these adventurers?”
“One young man and three young girls, mysteriously cloaked and exuding a dangerous air. Yet, despite their looks, they effortlessly exterminated the infestation without compensation for their work.”
“So, it matches the description given by the other travelers, then.”
“Correct.”
“According to Edwin, the former leader of the resistance in Reim, Sir Locke picked up two more girls. That would mean his group now consists of a single young man and three young girls. Quite a coincidence, isn’t it?”
Elise’s face finally concedes defeat as the evidence piles up before her. “I should have known better than to doubt your deductions, Princess.”
I let out a little laugh. “It’s that pragmatic disposition of yours that I admire, Elise.”
“Still, it stings to be proven wrong.”
“Ah, well—” My words are cut short as the sound of a horn rings out.
“Stay here, Princess!” Elise immediately departs the carriage.
Despite being escorted by a large group of powerful guards—not to mention Elise herself—a feeling of anxiety fills me.
The horn means we’re under attack. Is it a group of monsters, or humans?
Despite my fear, I sneak a peek out the back window where I hear the guards gathering. I see the group of travelers begin to flee toward us as monsters start pouring out from the forest.
As I watch, Elise and her guards form a line, protecting me and the carriage. They usher the citizens behind them protectively just before the creatures reach them.
The well-trained guards hold their formation without fail as they cut down one monster after the next. Elise stands in the center of the line, her sword a blur to my eyes as she strikes with speed and precision.
The unfortunate creatures never stood a chance, and before long, nothing remains of them but a pile of corpses.
They clear the road, tossing the bodies toward the tree line. Meanwhile, the travelers thank Elise and the guardsmen before retrieving their cart and continuing west.
I close the curtain and return to my seat.
This world has truly become dangerous.
With most of our powerful soldiers and adventurers fighting the battle against Chaos, monsters have encroached upon the towns and roads that lie between the major cities.
Sir Locke has done well during his travels east, wiping out many infestations that have taken hold of this region, but keeping this vast world safe is an impossible task for any one man, even a hero.
Although recent evidence has strengthened my belief that I’m on his trail, the shadow of doubt still remains.
Please let me be correct. If I fail here, I may not get a chance to meet him for a very long time. I need to know—to truly know—if he is the hero I’ve been searching for.
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Chapter 1: Forced Encounter

----- Lutz -----
 
A ball of flame flies into the sky, leaving a trail of scarlet fire behind it, like the tail of a comet. It connects with its target, a giant dragonfly-like creature buzzing around above our heads. The [Fireball] explodes on impact, sending the huge bug hurtling through the air before eventually crashing to the forest floor.
“So boring…” Belle says as she looks at the corpse of the creature she just killed.
Her Fire spells have grown much more powerful these past couple weeks as we traveled down the highway between Reim and Antara. She continues to gain levels as we fight monsters, which increases her Intelligence stat and raises the strength of all her magic.
On top of that, every five levels she’s able to increase the rank of her spells, which further enhances their power and effectiveness in various ways. Of course, ranking them up isn’t something that can normally be done in a day or two; most mages need to train for weeks or months to raise a spell’s rank, but with a special technique I developed, I can cut the training time down to an hour or less.
“Well, Master did say their levels were low,” Alisha responds.
A pair of lavender-colored cat ears twist and turn atop her head as she takes in the sounds of the forest around her, keenly listening for any possible dangers.
Although her Unique Skill, [Curse of the Forsaken], gives her a permanent debuff that saps her stats, she makes up for it with an enormous amount of effort and energy. Despite being our party’s front-line tank, Alisha’s highest stat is Agility, so she’s become quite agile, even while wearing her armor.
“Mmm. But we need to take every opportunity to practice.” Laya curls her chain sickle around her waist before joining the two girls in their post-battle banter.
Her blue-green twin-tails sway gently in the light breeze, creating a picturesque scene as she stands in one of the few rays of light that are able to make it through the thick forest canopy. As an elf, there’s nowhere Laya feels more comfortable than here, surrounded by nature.
“Yeah,” Belle says with a slight pout, “but I just can’t get into it when they drop like flies, you know?”
“Isn’t it because we’re so close to Antara?” Alisha says, “The humans probably keep the nearby forest clear of dangerous monsters.”
“Yes, and it’s not like we fight for fun,” Laya adds. “We need to get stronger to survive.”
“I know, I know, but you can’t fool me.” Belle meets the other girls’ eyes one at a time. “I see the way you two smile when we’re facing a tough opponent.”
Laya turns to me with the look of a child who had just been caught with her hand in the cookie jar.
“Well,” I say to her, “isn’t it only natural to have fun when you’re on an adventure?”
“I guess so, but I’m trying to improve, not have fun.”
“That’s true, but of all the video games I played in my old world, the ones I enjoyed the most were the ones I eventually became the best at. The more fun you have, the more you strive to improve, so don’t limit yourself.”
“Mmm. I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Wow. Master’s so wise!” Alisha says cheerfully.
For some reason, she’s always looking for opportunities to praise me. I still haven’t figured out why, and it’d be a weird thing to ask, so I usually just go with the flow.
“I dunno about wise, but I do have decades of experience with this type of thing.”
Despite looking like a fifteen-year-old in this world, I was actually thirty-three back on Earth. From what I’ve been told, it seems I was summoned here by this world’s Goddess in order to save it from the rising threat of a race of fiends known as Chaos. Yet, upon arrival, I was betrayed by the very people who summoned me, labeled as the False Hero, and forced to flee for my life.
I still have a hard time believing that there’s a being out there with enough power to reverse someone’s age, but considering everything I’ve seen in this world, I guess it isn’t too far-fetched.
Although, I can’t help but wonder why such an omnipotent being would summon me, yet also give humanity a prophecy about me being the False Hero. Is the Goddess really that incompetent, or am I missing something?
With our little bug extermination side quest finished, we head back to the main highway and once again begin walking eastward, toward the city of Antara.
“You’re up, Belle,” I say as I turn to her.
“Already on it.”
During our travels these past few weeks, we’ve managed to prevent being spotted by our pursuers by scanning the surrounding area with [Sense Mana]. The spell allows the caster to sense the presence of creatures around them, and if there are any large mana signals on or near the road, the caster can alert the rest of the party so we can enter the forest until the threat has passed.
We rotate the caster between me, Laya, and Belle so none of us are forced to spend too much time on guard and wind up mentally fatigued. As a mage, Belle is easy to train—although she’s slower than Laya when it comes to learning a new spell.
Alisha, on the other hand, is almost completely inept when it comes to magic. She’s managed to learn a few of the easier spells, but even those took her a great amount of effort.
After many hours of intense training spread over several nights, she finally managed to learn the second-tier Arcane spell, [Sense Mana]. Unfortunately, her Intelligence stat is so low that the spell is nearly worthless for her.
The detection range is far too limited, and she says the mana is blurry and nearly incomprehensible to her. It’s as if she’s trying to look around underwater without a pair of goggles—she can see figures, but it’s impossible to make them out clearly.
Despite that, just being able to sense sources of mana has its benefits, so it wasn’t an entirely worthless effort. And even though her Intelligence stat grows at a pitiful rate, it does slowly rise, which will increase her mana perception as she continues to level.
“A group of three is headed our way,” Belle says.
“Alright, let’s go.” I lead the way through the brush that lines the edge of the forest.
Normally, a group of four would find it extremely difficult to travel through the woods. They’d need to be carrying food, weapons, supplies, and valuables on them the whole way. Either they’d have to carry it all on their backs, or they’d have a cart and take turns pulling it, if they couldn’t afford a mule. Either way, a trek through the forest would no doubt sap their strength, and with the threat of monsters lurking behind every tree, it could mean the end of their lives as well.
Fortunately for us, none of that is a problem thanks to my Heroic skill, [Inventory]. Just like how a character in a video game has a screen where they can store their items, I too can place my items in an extra-dimensional space where its size and weight won’t affect me. Even time itself comes to a stop in my [Inventory], allowing me to carry perishable food without a problem.
"They've passed. Want to get back on the highway now?" Belle asks.
"No. I feel the presence of a lot of people at the edge of my detection range. It's probably the city. We should avoid the road if we're this close."
I see Belle concentrating as she attempts to pick up the mana signals far ahead of us. She must have failed because I see a tinge of frustration on her face soon after.
Her [Sense Mana] is one rank lower than mine, so what did she expect after I told her even I could barely detect them?
My maximum range is several miles now if I focus the spell in a single direction, rather than detecting in a circular radius around me. It continues to slowly grow with every level I gain, with the range expanding massively each time I increase its rank.
“Let’s look for a place to camp for the night.”
“Eh?” Belle lets out a confused sound. “There’s still a couple hours of daylight left. Can’t we just go to the city and get an inn?”
“Dangerous.”
“Laya’s right,” I say to Belle. “We can’t exactly waltz in through the front gate anymore. All of us are wanted criminals in one way or another.”
“But Master, can’t you change the way we look with your [Transform] spell?”
“Do you know how difficult it is to maintain the [Transform] spell on a person for an extended period of time?”
“Um—very difficult?” Alisha responds with uncertainty.
“That’s putting it lightly. I can’t take the chance of the spell ending before we’re safely inside. There’s no telling how much time the inspection will take, and I don’t think I can keep all four of us transformed for more than a few minutes.”
“Then what’s the plan?” Belle asks.
“Sneak in,” Laya responds.
“Exactly. We’ll go to the city before dawn and slip in under the cover of night.”
“Yay, sounds fun!” Alisha exclaims innocently.
Does she even realize how many laws we’re going to break
tomorrow? Well, guess it’d be hypocritical of me to lecture her about it when I’m feeling so excited myself.
After finding a respectable campsite, we turn in early in preparation for our stealth mission in the morning.
----------
 
An hour or two before sunrise, the girls and I step out of the forest and peer across the grasslands that surround the city of Antara. We’re about half a mile south of the main highway, and there’s no gate on the city wall ahead of us, just a couple spires that I can only assume are watch towers.
“Ok, this is where things get interesting,” I say as I pull a hood over my head, letting the cloth droop loosely around my face.
All of us are dressed in pitch-black cloaks, covering every inch of our exposed skin when viewed from the vantage point of any patrols or sentries on the city wall. The moon’s light faintly illuminates the surrounding grasslands, but even my high-level eyes buffed with [Enhance] have a difficult time making out any outlines in the distance, so a couple sleepy, low-level guards have almost no chance of spotting us.
“Follow me, and don’t make any sudden movements.”
I step forward, leading the girls through the grasslands with steady steps. To be safe, I keep track of the patrols with [Sense Mana], coming to a stop whenever a guard makes his rounds near our location.
We arrive at the base of the wall without incident and wait for the next patrol to pass before making our move.
“Coast is clear. Let’s go.”
We each activate [Air Step] and leap off the ground, creating a translucent platform below our feet at the height of our jumps. We quickly crest the top and begin our descent on the other side of the wall.
“Good job,” I say as my feet hit the ground inside the city.
“That was pretty fun!” Belle whispers.
“Mmm. Exciting.”
“It’s always lively when Master’s here!”
“Of course. I’m not going to live a boring life in a world filled with magic.”
I can’t deny the thrill I feel every time I’m forced to dance on a knife’s edge as I struggle to survive in this world.
I push that part of me to the back of my mind as I calculate my next move.
“There aren’t many people in that direction.” I point down one of the streets. “Let’s head that way and find a deserted alley to hide in until the sun begins to rise.”
The last thing we need is a run-in with guards asking us why we’re moving around in the dark.
Fortunately, there are more than enough empty alleys for us to choose from, and we huddle in one until the first rays of light begin to illuminate the city streets.
“Finally,” I say as I stand and stretch my legs. “I was starting to think the sun forgot to set its alarm clock.”
“Alarm clock?” Belle asks curiously.
“Forget it.” Everyone knows jokes aren’t funny if you have to explain them. “Let’s buy the supplies we need and get out of the city. I don’t like being surrounded by so many people.”
“I agree,” Laya says. “They always end up yelling at us for one reason or another.”
Belle looks to Laya with a stiff smile. “Uh, I think that ‘one reason or another’ might have something to do with us being the enemies of humanity, you know?”
None of us know the layout of the city, so we decide to head toward the nearest gate. We figure some shopkeepers would probably want stores near the gate, so they get first pick of the customers that come into the city.
Sure enough, there are a few stalls along the main road, with more being set up as the sun continues to rise.
I scan the buildings that line the street. “Plenty of stalls, but no shops.”
“Well,” Belle says, “most cities limit merchants to certain districts.”
I nod at her words. “It’d be better for one of us to just ask one of these stall owners. We’ll attract too much attention by walking around randomly.”
“Ah, I’ll do it Master!” Alisha raises her hand.
“Rejected,” I say immediately before turning to Belle. “You’re the most normal out of all of us.” I hand her a couple silver coins. “Go buy a snack from one of the stalls and ask the owner where the nearest shopping district is. While you’re at it, find out where the Adventurer’s Guild is, too.”
“Most normal?” Belle scrunches up her face. “Why do I feel like I’ve just been insulted?”
“You’re overthinking it.”
The three of us watch as Belle converses with one of the merchants. After a couple smiles and a few exchanges, she returns with a kebab in her hand. I wait for her to finish chewing the mouthful of meat before using my eyes to urge her to tell us what she learned.
“Follow me,” Belle says with a smile.
“Can’t you just tell us? And what are you so happy about?” From the smirk on her face and the bounce in her step, it’s obvious she’s enjoying herself.
“Oh, nothing much. Now come on, hurry up.” She blatantly ignores my first question and increases her speed as she leads us down the main roadway.
After passing several smaller paths, she turns down a wide street that branches off the main road. We walk for a while, then a large building with a familiar-looking sign comes into view. Adventurer’s roam the street, patronizing the nearby establishments.
“Ta-da! We’re here!” Belle twirls to us as she speaks, with that same smile still plastered on her face.
I shake my head, still confused about her strange behavior. “Well, you two wait out here, like usual. Laya and I will go inside to get the next batch of quests.”
“Come back soon, Master!”
“Do you feel that mana?” I ask Laya as we approach the large building.
“Mmm. Powerful.”
Whoever it belongs to is far stronger than anyone I’ve met before.
We enter the Adventurer’s Guild, with the hood of our cloaks still draped over our faces. Fortunately, adventurers are an odd bunch, so nobody gives us much trouble for looking so suspicious.
Before we left Reim, we visited the Adventurer’s Guild. It was a pitiful sight, with hardly any adventurers around due to the situation the city was in, but surprisingly, it was still open.
Our former adventurer names, Lutz and Laya, have been compromised because of our actions, so we had to abandon our old identities. We created new ones, with my alias being Rune and Laya’s being Maia. Fortunately, I can change Laya’s name in her status screen, just as I can my own, allowing us to trick their Orb of Scrying.
Belle and Alisha also registered as adventurers under aliases—Dawn and Tama, respectively—to make sure we’re safe in case their original names become attached to the False Hero. However, I rarely take them into the guild. But since they’re registered as members of my party, they get full credit for all quests we complete.
The reason we created the new identities is so that we could get our hands on more quests. Not the official ones posted on the job board, but the ones they keep beneath the counter—the ones with no reward.
Since each quest is essentially a pool of experience in my eyes, it only makes sense to stop by nearby villages as we travel in order to defeat the monsters. Plus, it’s always nice to save a town from the brink of disaster.
Unfortunately, we were too late to save two of them. The first village we failed to save was partially destroyed by a group of devil hounds rampaging in the forest. Luckily, the townspeople evacuated when the beasts became too aggressive, so they suffered only a little loss of life. Of course, becoming refugees in this world may not be much better.
Sadly, the second village didn’t flee in time. We found them lying in the streets and in their homes, victims of a tribe of orcs that infested the nearby hillside. We flagged down the next traveler we came across and paid him to bring news to a nearby city. Whether he did so or not, I’ll never know, but I’d like to think that he followed through.
Of course, we took revenge on behalf of the villages, slaughtering all the monsters responsible for the disasters. Still, the victory was bittersweet.
Other than those two, most of the other villages had only suffered minor damage before we arrived, and we received far too many thanks than I could stomach.
We continued to visit the Adventurer’s Guilds of each city we came across, taking on more quests and saving more towns. Although we’re close to our final destination, we still have one last stretch of highway to travel down, so we’re here now to pick up more for the journey ahead.
Ignoring the job board, Laya and I walk straight to the girl behind the counter.
“Can I help you?”
I show her my guild card, and her eyes widen.
What’s with that look? I’ve got a bad feeling about this…
“Sir Rune, Miss Maia, there’s someone here who would like to meet you.”
“Meet us? Why’s that?” The source of that mana comes to mind.
“Why? Of course it’s because of your reputation.”
I look to Laya. “Do we have a reputation?”
She shrugs her shoulders.
“Are you serious?” the clerk asks. “What kind of adventurer doesn’t keep track of their reputation?”
“This kind.” I point to myself.
“Well, I suppose it’s not too surprising, all things considered. Your party has become quite famous, you know. It’s rare for an adventurer to take on a quest without a reward, yet you four have completed nearly two dozen of them in less than a month. On top of that, each job was completed flawlessly, with the issuer speaking very highly of you.”
“Ah, that. I guess it is odd, isn’t it?”
“Quite odd. Adventurer’s risk their lives killing monsters, so of course asking them to do so for free is disrespectful. Yet, your party has not taken a single quest from the job board. People notice things like that.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. That said, we’d like some more, please.”
“Of course.” She reaches beneath the counter and pulls out a stack. “Heading east again?”
“Yes.”
I guess we were pretty sloppy. They’ve guessed our next destination because we keep asking for requests that take us east.
The clerk flips through the stack and pulls out four quests. “There aren’t many towns much further east from Antara, so a couple of these are a bit of a walk from the eastern road. Do you still want them?”
“Sure. If they’re too far, then we’ll just ignore them.”
“Understood, then allow me to make copies and I will return.”
She disappears behind a door, and we take a seat at one of the tables while we wait.
Normally, I ignore any adventurers in the guild, but after hearing about our reputation, I sneak a peek at them from the corner of my eye.
The clerk is right. They’re eyeing us.
I don’t think they’re watching us with any ill intent—just pure curiosity. Our reputation mixed with our cloaked figures is probably creating a lot of rumors.
Oh well. Nothing I can do about it now.
Soon enough, the clerk returns and hands us our quests.
“Thanks,” I say as I begin to turn.
“Please wait,” the clerk says quickly. “I’ve informed the guild master, Miss Arcana, of your presence. She’s very excited to meet you.”
Ugh. I was hoping she’d forget about that part.
I’d like to avoid meeting this Arcana, but I’d also like to avoid having to throw away our new identities and possibly draw attention to ourselves. If we decline the meeting, there’s no telling how they will react. They might even send goons to keep watch on us.
“Alright. Lead the way, then.”
We follow her through the door behind the counter and up a flight of stairs. The hall on the second floor has doors that lead to various offices and file rooms, along with a cafeteria of sorts. She continues past all of them, stopping at a door at the very end of the hall. Inside is the source of that enormous mana.
The clerk gives a gentle knock.
“Send them in,” Arcana says from within.
Laya and I walk in after the clerk opens the door. The room is large for an office, and finely furnished. Arcana’s large desk is made from a dark, glossy oak, accented by her cherry-red chair.
There are two more chairs on our side of her desk, both lined with thick cushions and crafted with comfort in mind.
On one side of the room sits a small sofa, with a short wine cabinet that doubles as a table. Hanging on the walls are beautifully illustrated paintings depicting a wide variety of subjects and styles.
I [Scry] Arcana and sure enough, her level far surpasses our own—54. Her dark-green hair falls loosely, ending a short distance past her shoulders. Her matching green eyes look us over as we enter, while her refined, blue dress highlights her high status.
“Lutz. This woman is an elf.” Laya’s words echo in my head.
I was so focused on her level that I didn’t even check her other information.
“Seriously? Why is an elf the guild master of Antara’s Adventurer’s Guild?”
“I don’t know, but we should be careful. She’s far older than she looks.”
As I eye her, Arcana speaks. “Please, have a seat Sir Rune, Miss Maia.”
I feel a bit uncomfortable meeting someone of such high stature while draped in a suspicious cloak. It still covers my face, but I don’t remove it even as I take a seat.
“It’s a bit rude to not show your face in a meeting like this, wouldn’t you say?” Arcana speaks with a smile, but I feel the tension in the air grow thick as she looks at us.
“Of course. Pardon my manners.” After quietly activating my spell, I lower my hood, revealing my blonde hair and brown eyes.
Thanks to [Transform], I’m able to change the color of my hair. That simple change is enough to throw off anyone who’s looking for the brown-haired False Hero. I don’t want to change anything else because the more changes I make, the faster the spell drains my mana. Besides…
Laya lowers her hood as well, revealing the same features—Blonde hair, brown eyes, and human ears.
Because I have to change so many aspects of Laya’s appearance, I can only keep the spell activated for a short time.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Arcana.” I use my experience as a low-level manager back on Earth to play her game.
“Yes. Nice to meet you.” Laya’s a bit awkward when it comes to these kinds of things, but since she looks like a child, people tend to forgive her.
“The pleasure is mine. I was elated when I heard you arrived. I simply had to meet you.”
“And why is that? Surely there are far more renowned adventurers that come through here.”
“Yes, and no. In terms of guild rank, you’re only C-class, but rank isn’t everything. I’ve never heard of anyone climbing through the classes solely on quests without rewards. That alone made me curious.”
“Well, I don’t know what you’re expecting, but reality is often disappointing, is it not?”
“Perhaps.” Arcana stands and walks to the wine cabinet, taking a bottle and bringing it back to her desk. “Would you like a glass?” she asks after pouring one for herself.
“No, thanks. We’ve got business to attend to soon, so I’d rather keep my head clear.”
Take the hint and hurry this meeting up, would you?
“Is that so? How responsible of you.” She slowly takes a sip from her glass. “I simply have to know. Why is it that you only take quests with no reward?”
“There’s no deep meaning. I simply do not need the money, so whether the quest has a reward or not is meaningless.”
“Then why take quests at all?”
“To grow stronger. Defeating monsters is its own reward, wouldn’t you say?”
She swishes the wine in her glass around several times before taking another sip. “That’s true, but we do not investigate those quests, so there’s no guarantee you’ll face monsters powerful enough for you to grow. I’m sure you’ve slain many infestations and gained nothing from it, not even the strength you’re supposedly seeking.”
Tch. She’s good. I need to get out of here quickly before I’m caught in a web of lies. Besides…
I’m feeling the beginning of mana exhaustion as I continue to hold the [Transform] spell active. Before long, I’ll begin sweating, then my skin will go pale.
She’s dangerously intelligent. If she sees the signs of mana exhaustion, she may grow suspicious.
I’m still safe for now, so I continue playing her game. “In those cases, the monsters are so weak that we finish the cleanup quickly, so while we gain nothing, we also lose very little.”
Arcana nods. “Yes, that’s true. But why not just take jobs from the board? With the monster’s strength known beforehand, you can be assured that no time will be wasted on fruitless battles.”
“Perhaps I just enjoy the feeling of rescuing desperate people. Is there anything strange with that?”
“Hmm. There are those who seek recognition through bringing salvation, but that’s not the case with you, is it?”
“No, I don’t need recognition.”
For some reason, Arcana begins humming a strange tune. From the corner of my eye, I see Laya lean forward in her chair. Arcana focuses on her, catching her subtle movement.
“Oh my, did you recognize that little tune, Miss Maia?” A sweet smile forms on her face.
Laya leans back in her chair. “No.”
“Of course not. How silly of me. There’s no way a human child would recognize a tune often hummed to elven children as they fall asleep.”
What’s going on? My instincts are going off like crazy.
“My, is it hot in here? You seem to be growing quite sweaty, Sir Rune.”
“Not really.”
Damn. I can’t keep up the spell much longer…
I feel Laya’s hand fall on my arm, and immediately after, her mana begins flooding my body.
“Oh, good idea Laya!” I say telepathically through [Mental Link].
“Mmm.”
With Laya’s mana filling me, my sweaty face returns to normal. Arcana seems intrigued and eyes Laya’s hand as it rests on my arm, but she says nothing.
“That tune. If it’s elven, then how do you know it?”
“Don’t you know? I’m an elf.” She parts the hair on one side of her face, revealing an elven ear.
I fake a look of surprise. “You are? How did an elf become Antara’s guild master?”
“You’re mistaken, Sir Rune. I am not the leader of Antara’s branch. I am the guild master over Orakio’s entire Adventurer’s Guild.”
Woah. Hold up a minute. She’s the top dog of the entire organization?
This time, the surprise on my face is genuine. “Why are you here in Antara, near the edge of the Orakian Kingdom?”
It can’t be… Did she come here to capture us?
Something doesn’t feel right about my theory. If she came seeking me, she wouldn’t have used this roundabout method to meet us.
I don’t have enough information. I should find a way to retreat quickly. Besides, Laya will run low on mana soon, too. Once we’re both in a state of mana fatigue, we’ll be out of options.
Arcana leans forward and rests her arms on the desk. “There have been some disturbing activities in this region as of late. I’ve come to investigate and put a stop to them.”
“Is that so? What kind of activities?”
Arcana’s eyes move to Laya, even as her face stays turned toward me. “Vampires.”
I feel Laya’s hand tighten around my arm.
What’s with her? Why does it seem like she’s secretly watching Laya?
Unfortunately, Laya falls into her trap. “You’re a powerful elf, so why are you protecting human lands? Shouldn’t you be helping your own kind at a time like this?”
Arcana’s smile doesn’t fade, despite Laya’s harsh tone. “I wouldn’t expect a child like you to understand.”
Laya’s face hardens. “I don’t want to understand someone as disappointing as you.”
“Oh my.” She takes another sip of wine. “Well, that’s fine. Wisdom comes with age, after all. Perhaps in another fifty years, you’ll thank me.”
“That won’t happen.”
This has gone on long enough. We need to leave—now.
“Pardon my rudeness, but we’ve got a schedule to keep.” I stand up from the chair. “It was very nice to meet you.”
Laya follows my lead, though she glares at Arcana as she does so.
Arcana ignores Laya’s accusatory stare with a smile. “I understand. I’m sorry for keeping you so long. Though may I suggest you rest somewhere soon—the both of you look quite pale and sweaty.”
“Thanks for the concern.”
Laya and I exit Arcana’s office and are met with the clerk who led us here. We replace the hoods of our cloaks, and I’m finally able to cancel the [Transform] spell that’s drained not only most of my mana, but Laya’s as well.
“I hope you enjoyed your visit,” she says.
“Yeah. It was very enlightening.”
She leads us back to the entrance and we immediately leave the Adventurer’s Guild and make our way back to our teammates.
Belle waves to us as we approach her. “That took a lot longer than usual. I felt your mana moving around the guild. I was worried when you came into contact with that powerful mana. What happened in there?”
“We were summoned to meet the guild master, Arcana.”
“Eh!? You met her!?”
“Yeah. You know of her?”
Belle sighs. “Who doesn’t? She used to be a famous S-class adventurer before she became the guild master.”
“That so? Well, she’s definitely dangerous—in more ways than one. I think she must be suspicious of us, but she let us go without a fight, so maybe I’m overthinking things.”
“She’s annoying,” Laya says.
Belle looks confused at Laya’s statement but doesn’t say anything.
“Yeah, but thanks to her, we finally managed to solve the mystery that’s been bugging you for a long time.”
Laya nods reluctantly. “Yes. When I cast [Scry] on her, I saw her race—Elf.”
Alisha’s eyes widen. “Elf? Not High Elf? So, does that mean…”
“Yeah,” I continue for her. “Laya’s race is different than Arcana’s—High Elf.”
“I wonder what it means…” Belle states softly.
“No idea, but at the very least, we know Laya’s not a typical elf.”
Laya silently stares toward the second floor of the Adventurer’s Guild.
“Let’s go,” I continue. “We’ve got a lot of shopping to do before we leave Antara.”
Belle leads us to the shopping district, and we go from one shop to the next, buying supplies we need for the journey ahead. This is the last major city before we enter the elven territory, so I need to make sure not to forget anything. After stepping out of a jewelry shop where I had just purchased a few more items to enchant during our journey, I look at the shop signs around me.
“Ok, the final shop we need to visit is—” I end my words abruptly and stare down the street toward a group of guards.
“Laya, do you feel that?”
She nods. “Yes, they’ve surrounded us.”
“Eh? Where?” Alisha’s fur stands on end as she searches frantically for signs of the enemy.
“They’re cutting off all the escape routes,” I say to the girls. “Looks like we’ll have to end the shopping trip here for today.”
I take all the items the girls are holding and place them into my [Inventory]. Normally, I don’t use this skill when outsiders are around, but I don’t have a choice this time.
“Ok, girls. Let’s see how well these worthless guards can keep up with us.” A smirk forms on my face as the excitement begins to take me over.
Various smiles find their way to the girls’ mouths as well, each a different mixture of exhilaration and anticipation. With practiced movements, we each activate [Air Step] and take off into the sky.
----- Lumina -----
 
After finally arriving at Antara, we have no problem obtaining VIP entry thanks to the signed order Father prepared for me, allowing us to bypass the normal inspection.
We asked the garrison commander if there has been any news of the False Hero in the region, but as far as he knew, there hasn’t been a single rumor about him circulating.
As we ride down the main highway through the city, I look at the sun to gauge the time.
Only a couple hours past dawn. Still, we need to hurry if we hope to finish all our preparations before dusk.
“Seems we’ll have to conduct our own investigation,” I say to Elise.
“Understood, Princess. I’ll send out agents to the usual spots to gather information, then.”
As she stands up from her seat, the carriage suddenly comes to a stop. The coachman rings the bell, indicating that he needs to speak to us.
“Leave it to me, Princess.” Elise walks toward the front of the carriage and opens the curtains, giving us a view of the driver.
The coachman points ahead of the carriage at a blockade that’s been set up to prevent traffic from continuing down the road. Even foot traffic has been halted.
They wouldn’t block off a major road like this without good cause.
“Elise, find the one in charge of the blockade and bring him here.”
“At once, Princess.”
Elise steps outside, and after a few minutes of waiting, there’s a knock on the carriage door.
“I’ve returned.” I hear Elise say from outside.
I slowly walk to the door and open it, revealing Elise and a city guard. The emblem on his chest places him at the rank of captain.
“Pardon me, Miss, but like I told your attendant here, we have orders to stop all traffic from entering the road ahead—that includes nobles. This comes from the marquis himself, so if you want to proceed, you’ll have to speak with him.”
As he turns to leave, Elise places her hand on the sword at her waist. “You dare show such disrespect!? Do you even know whom you stand before?”
The unexpectedly aggressive tone unnerves the captain, and he looks to me once again, as if trying to decipher my identity.
“It’s fine, Elise. I wouldn’t expect many to know me this close to the edge of our borders.” I turn toward the captain. “I am Lumina de Eldridge, princess of the Orakian Kingdom.”
“P-princess!? Blonde hair, blue eyes…” He mindlessly recites several of my notable features, then takes a good look at my dress and carriage.
To a commoner, the difference between a baron’s and a duke’s carriage may not be all that notable at first glance. They’re both far beyond what a typical worker can afford, and the same holds true for a noble’s outfit.
However, if pointed out, even an untrained eye can begin to see the distinction. As he scans the extravagance laid out before his eyes, I see realization hit him.
He quickly lowers himself to one knee and bows his head. “My deepest apologies, Your Highness!” he says, frantically.
“Raise your head, Captain.”
He does as I command, and his pale, sweaty face stares up at me.
“We’re going to pass through the barricade, and then you’re going to tell us exactly what’s going on here. Understand?”
It’s rare for me to take such a commanding tone, but soldiers in particular respond well to direct orders.
“Yes, Your Highness!” he says immediately.
After I give him permission, he rushes forward, clearing a path for our carriage, then commands the soldiers guarding the barricade to make a path for us to pass through.
On the other side, the captain explains that the False Hero has been spotted at the nearby merchant’s district, so they’ve blocked all the roads surrounding it to cut off their escape.
So it’s true. He really is heading toward the elven lands.
Suddenly, another guard rushes up to us. “Reporting in!”
The captain looks to me, and I nod. “Out with it, then,” he says to the young guard.
“The False Hero has escaped our encirclement. He and his companions used [Air Step] to bypass the barricades before we could spring the trap. Our Wind mages are pursuing, but not even they can match the pace of the False Hero’s party. At this rate, we may lose sight of them soon.”
“We can’t afford to let them escape!” the captain sounds nervous at the unexpectedly negative report.
He probably thinks I’m here to capture Sir Locke. Fortunately for him, I’m more likely to grant him a medal for failing the capture, rather than punishment.
“Let’s go, Elise.” I enter my carriage, with Elise a step behind me.
The captain looks worried about my sudden departure but rushes ahead of us to ensure our path is clear. The carriage begins to move just as we take a seat.
“Do you know where he’s headed, Princess?”
“Yes. His destination hasn’t changed, despite the pursuit. Eastward.”
Even though the other three heroes have shaken the foundation of my belief in the Goddess, I still find myself praying to her that I will cross Sir Locke’s path before he escapes the city.
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Chapter 2: Fated Meeting

----- Lutz -----
 
My feet once again touch the top of a building as we land from our latest cast of [Air Step]. The spell formation is simple enough that even Alisha has managed to upgrade it to rank 2, although her low Intelligence stat is once again limiting the strength of her spell.
Laya, Belle, and I can keep [Air Step] activated far longer than Alisha, but we can’t exactly leave her behind, so we’re all forced to cancel the spell once Alisha’s time runs out.
I guess we’re only as fast as our slowest member. I need to keep that in mind as we continue to grow into our different roles.
Even as we wait for [Air Step]’s cooldown, our feet never stop moving. With [Gale] increasing our physical speed and [Enhance] increasing our perception and other senses, we dash across the rooftop until we reach the edge of the building.
Without slowing, I leap into the air. The space between two buildings briefly flashes in my vision before being covered by the red tile of another rooftop. I land atop the building and through their mana sources, I sense the girls behind me do the same.
I track our pursuers, looking for another gap in their encirclement. It’s difficult to distinguish between the guards and townspeople, but soldiers are typically higher level than an average commoner, and therefore have a larger mana signal. The difference is often negligible, but as I’ve increased the rank of [Sense Mana], I’ve become much better at sensing those small differences.
As I scan the area around me, I pick up on a couple sources of mana that stand out from the rest. The first is much larger than an average soldier. It even rivals that of the mage, Geld, we defeated in Reim.
The second is far less powerful than the first, but the mana itself feels different—deeper. It’s as if I’m standing at the edge of a small puddle that seems insignificant at first glance. Yet as I stare at it, I realize I can’t see the bottom, leaving me feeling anxious about how deep the puddle actually goes.
Unfortunately, the path that’s most clear will take us dangerously close to those two sources of mana.
Should we change course and force our way through their defense to avoid them?
I consider it for a brief second but decide against it. It may be risky, but something about that mana is enticing, as if I’m being drawn toward it.
“Listen up, girls,” I say telepathically, “We’re going to cross paths with a couple strong opponents soon, so be on guard.”
“Okay!” Belle sounds far too enthusiastic.
“Mmm. I’m ready.”
“Got it, Master!”
We soon arrive at the street with the two powerful mana sources. I stop at the edge of a building and look down on them.
A carriage rolls down the road, surrounded by powerful guardsmen. At their head is a young woman, keeping a keen eye on the surroundings. As soon as I lay eyes on her, I feel a rush of emotions flooding out from deep within.
It’s her! The woman who was always with that damn princess! Did that rotten king send them to capture me!?
My bottled-up hatred and contempt begin to spill out, and before I know it, I’m falling through the air as the ground quickly approaches.
I land no more than a dozen feet ahead of the young woman. Her keen senses pick me up nearly as soon as I leap off the building, so by the time I land, she’s already drawn her sword.
Laya and the others land beside me. I sense confusion in them because of my rash action, but they’ve adapted to the situation already and have prepared themselves for battle.
“What are you doing here?” I ask the young woman. “Come to finish what you started?”
“The False Hero—no, Sir Locke. We have not come to fight, we—” Her words end at the sound of a door opening behind her.
A young girl emerges from within the carriage. She steps onto the cobblestone road with a grace I’ve not seen from anyone else in this world. Her hands gently grip her blue and white dress, holding it up just enough to prevent the hem from scraping against the ground as she walks toward us.
She comes to a stop a step ahead of the young woman, who sheaths her sword. The carriage guardsmen form a line behind the two girls, with their hands clasping the hilt of their weapons.
“Sir John Lawrence Locke.” The princess bows her head toward me. “It is an honor to meet you once again.”
What the hell? What kind of game is this? Is she ridiculing me?
“An honor?” I feel my face contort in anger. “Save your fake words for someone gullible enough to believe them.”
She flinches. “I—I understand your suspicion, but please allow me the chance to explain before drawing any foregone conclusions.”
“No need.” I dismiss her words with a harsh tone. “You and your father made your opinion of me crystal clear when you sentenced me to death at the hands of your dungeon torturer, Princess.”
“P-princess!?” Belle exclaims from beside me.
“That’s…” She trails off, her face filled with guilt.
No doubt she’s been practicing that look of guilt for this very moment. I won’t be fooled by these people again.
“Sir Locke,” the princess continues, “I beg of you to hear me out. If you will just meet privately with me, I’m sure we can come to an understanding.” Her eyes hold my own, and I see a sincerity in them that I wasn’t expecting, dampening my anger.
No, it’s all an act … it has to be.
As I hesitate to answer, I sense a large gathering of mana on a nearby rooftop. My head snaps up to the source, and I see a cloaked figure standing atop the building, pointing a short, wooden rod down toward us.
No, not toward us—toward the princess.
I feel it—a pool of mana growing larger directly beneath the princess’ feet.
An AoE spell!?
Time seems to slow, nearly coming to a stop, as my mind races to put it all together.
Is it some kind of trap? No, they don’t know that I can detect mana.
Then who is that cloaked figure, and what kind of spell are they casting?
With rank 3 [Sense Mana], I have a vague idea of what kind of spell my opponent is channeling based on the flow of mana within their spell formation. I can’t pick out individual spells, but I can at least narrow it down to the element.
So, I can’t help but let my eyes go wide when I realize the school the cloaked figure’s spell belongs to.
Dark magic…!
Time’s up. I can feel the spell nearing completion.
Something inside me makes a snap decision, and I rush toward the princess, pushing my body to its absolute limit in a quick, desperate burst of motion.
As if waiting for that, the young woman’s sword flashes from her scabbard as she steps in front of the princess.
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Out of the way…!
My empty hands lash out, and in them appears my mithril spear. Even before I pulled my spear from my [Inventory], my hands were moving in a sweeping motion, set to parry the sword closing in on me.
I continue to step forward without slowing down, even as the clang of our clashing weapons fills the street.
The young woman’s skill with the sword is even greater than I imagined. She adjusts her body, entering a stance that specializes in countering an aggressive opponent. Her sword blurs, cutting a path through the air between me and the princess.
The only way to avoid the strike is to change my course. Her swing isn’t meant to kill; it isn’t even meant to hit me—she’s simply preventing me from reaching the princess by blocking my path with her sword. I can already see her calculating her next move for when I halt my advance to block her attack.
So, it’s especially satisfying to see that look of absolute surprise plastered on her face when I maintain my momentum, bringing me directly into her sword.
I twirl my spear, doing my best to redirect her weapon away from my vitals. Despite that, I feel her sword dig into my side as I pass by her. As usual, my Unique Skill, [Pain Resistance], helps me to ignore the pain, and I put my spear back into my [Inventory] as I close in on the princess.
Fear and surprise fill the princess’ face from my unpredictable charge. Despite having a deep, powerful source of mana, she’s only level 11, so she’s unable to keep up with the high-level battle between me and her guard. She merely stands there, frozen in place as I reach for her.
No…! I was too late!
Before I can push her out of the area of effect, the spell materializes. I feel a sudden and intense burst of energy engulf me and the princess. There’s a blinding white light, and then … darkness.
----- Laya -----
 
I felt it a split second after Lutz—that dark, foreboding mana.
I look up at the source and see a cloaked figure pointing a wand down toward the princess. Immediately after, Lutz takes action.
Even without a hint of communication, I know his goal—to save the princess.
As I watch Lutz charge forward, I’m reminded of the words my father once said—that a person’s true self can be seen when they’re forced to make an unexpected, critical decision before having the chance to think through their actions.
Despite having his deeply buried hatred burst to the surface after meeting one of the people who forced those weeks of pain and suffering on him, he still chose to risk his life to save hers.
The humans have no idea what they threw away the day they betrayed him. It’s almost enough to make even me pity their ignorance.
I watch as Lutz ignores his own safety and takes a wound in order to reach the princess before the spell completes. Of course, Belle, Alisha, and I are already prepared for battle, no matter how things turn out.
Yet even I didn’t expect the events that play out before my eyes.
Lutz is too late. The spell completes just as he reaches her, and a white pillar of light erupts from beneath them, obscuring both Lutz and the princess. It only lasts a few, short seconds, but when it fades, Lutz and the princess—are gone.
No…! Where are they!?
I desperately search for Lutz, pushing my [Sense Mana] spell to its limit. His mana is as familiar to me as my own, and ever since I’ve gained the ability to detect magical energies, there hasn’t been a single time where I’ve had the comforting presence of his mana suddenly ripped away—until now.
“Teleportation magic…!” Belle says.
“M-master!”
Alisha’s about to dash forward to the spot Lutz vanished, so I grab her arm. “No. We need to flee.”
Lutz hasn’t just been training me to fight. Any time the opportunity arises, he has me take command, allowing me to hone my decision-making and leadership skills. The other girls have begun to practice as well, but Lutz said I’m by far the best between the three of us.
Lutz, wherever you are, please come back to us soon. Until then, I’ll protect what’s important to us.
“Princess…!” the young woman who stood her ground against Lutz yells, her voice filled with anxiety.
After frantically searching for any sign of the princess, she faces us. Her sharp eyes meet my own, and I feel an intense pressure emanating from her, bearing down on me. It’s powerful enough to spike my sense of danger to levels I haven’t felt since our final battle in Reim. However…
Don’t look down on me. I’m not someone who can be cowed simply by showering me with your anger.
“Where’s the princess!? What has the False Hero done with her!?”
She points her sword at us, its tip stained red with Lutz’s blood. The carriage guardsmen have recovered from the unexpected events and are moving into a new formation, optimized for chasing and capturing targets.
If that’s their plan, then I have no problem accommodating them. But first…
“You couldn’t tell, even after crossing swords with him?” I ask her.
“Tell what!?” There’s obvious desperation in her voice, clouding her ability to judge the situation clearly.
“That Lutz wasn’t the one who cast the spell.”
“Then who? Was it you!?”
“No.” I look toward the top of the building where the cloaked figure once stood. He’s gone now, but I can still feel his mana signal as he flees.
“If you want to know the truth,” I continue with a steady voice, “then you’ll have to capture us.”
“Let’s go,” I say to Alisha and Belle through [Mental Link].
“Where to?” Belle asks.
“We’re going to catch the person who cast that spell and have them tell us everything they know.”
With perfect coordination, Bell, Alisha, and I take to the skies in pursuit of the one who took away our beloved leader.

Interlude 1
----- Rhys -----
 
My eyes take in the empty street ahead of me, littered with piles of rubble from the collapsed buildings that line the edge of the road. Corpses lay scattered about, remnants of the city guard who put up one, final struggle against the forces of Chaos after they breached the walls.
Ever since Chaos appeared on the western peninsula five years ago, our country, Orakio, has continuously lost land to their rampaging hordes.
At first, it was due to us underestimating the threat they posed. We considered their appearance no different than that of any other monster infestation, and we dealt with it in a similar fashion—allowing the local lords and adventurers of the infested region to wipe them out.
However, they were defeated, marking the beginning of a long streak of losses. Eventually, the regions surrounding the western peninsula requested aid from the capital city, Roshar. We complied, sending a sizeable force of well-trained soldiers to deal with the creatures, but it was too late.
Chaos had spread beyond the peninsula, and their numbers had grown far beyond our expectations. On top of that, they suddenly began to form armies, using tactics and strategies similar to our own. In the end, our soldiers were defeated. It was only after news of our loss reached the capital that we truly began to take our enemies seriously.
Five years and nothing to show for it except one defeat after the next.
I cannot allow this campaign to meet the same fate as the last. Another great loss to our forces will make defending our borders nigh impossible.
Of course, several generals have led invasions into the Chaos territory, claiming they would put an end to the war. Yet, each army dispatched returned home licking the wounds from their defeat.
I return my focus to the city around me. “Commander Helvia, what do you make of this city?”
The only female High Commander in the entirety of the Orakian army, Helvia, continues to take in the desolate surroundings by my side as she ponders my words.
After a moment of contemplation, her eyes meet mine. “I’m inclined to believe the stories brought home by the survivors, Prince Rhys.”
“I see. The state of the city certainly adds validity to their tales, but it is still difficult to conceive of Berserkers ignoring their bloodlust and capturing unarmed citizens, rather than slaying them in a blind rage.”
“I agree. Yet, the only corpses are those of soldiers and guards. I’ve not seen the body of a single citizen.”
“But why would they be capturing humans? Many of those who have heard the stories of the survivors believe the armies of Chaos feast on the humans they capture. Does that seem reasonable to you?”
Helvia doesn’t respond, turning her head forward as she takes in the devastation of the city street on which we’re traveling.
Many nobles and commanders have marked her as slow-witted due to her tendency to contemplate before speaking, but that’s not true. Helvia simply likes to thoroughly analyze the information before responding.
Several seconds after I asked, Helvia provides her answer. “No, I do not believe that they feast on their prisoners.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“In the five years since they arrived, I have seen no reliable reports of them devouring humans. Yet, many have reported them eating wild game and even crops abandoned by farmers fleeing their hordes.”
“Yes, their war camps—small as they are—do show evidence of hunting and gathering.”
Helvia nods. “Besides, if they did enjoy human flesh, the corpses of the guards here would have been gathered. There’d be no sense in wasting them.”
“That’s true. So why, then? Slave labor?”
Once again, Helvia goes silent, and I patiently wait for her to gather her thoughts. As I continue to walk, we happen upon a church. Unlike the rest of the buildings around us, it sits untouched, as if protected by the Goddess herself.
Why? The Goddess has ordained heroes to do battle against them, yet the forces of Chaos seem unwilling to commit sacrilege against her. What does it mean?
Helvia finally answers, disrupting my thoughts. “They don’t take slaves, either.”
“What other purpose could humans serve to them?”
She shakes her head. “There simply isn’t enough information. However…” Helvia turns her face upward, peering into the clear, blue sky above. “…I fear we won’t like the answer when we find it.”
We continue to travel through the ruins of the once great city. The forces of Chaos conquered it nearly two years ago, forcing us to abandon the region surrounding it and redraw the Orakian borders on our maps to their current location.
Yet even those borders are inked with a gentle touch, the cartographers sure that they will be called again soon to update the lines of our ever-shrinking country.
The other nearby kingdoms have finally recognized the threat now that their own lands have begun to be overrun. Vastela, the kingdom bordering Orakio to the north, and Belfast, the beastman country to our south, have both lost cities as of late, drawing them into the conflict.
Thanks to that, the armies of Chaos have split their forces, granting us a reprieve from their aggressive invasion. However, we’ve been unable to gather the support of the other kingdoms and races to launch a joint assault on our new enemy.
They’re underestimating Chaos. Eventually, they will come begging for an alliance, but by then, it will be too late.
One by one, we will fall. Those untouched by their hordes will continue to watch in glee as their rivals are destroyed, only to realize in horror that they lack the strength to succeed where we failed.
After inspecting the city, we leave through the same gate in which we entered. Atop the hill to the east sits the Orakian army. The gathering of fifty-thousand soldiers and adventurers has set up camp, with basic fortifications in case of an enemy attack.
My guards escort me and Helvia as we make the short trek back to our war camp. When we reach it, we’re barely able to step foot inside before having our path blocked by the three heroes.
Cedric frowns as we come to a stop in front of him. “Rhys! Your mages refuse to obey! You told me you’d create a [Teleport] circle so we could travel to Roshar! Have you gone back on your word!?”
He immediately bombards me with complaints before giving me a chance to explain myself. Behind him, Rolf’s fingers gently slide along the hilt of his daggers, as they always do when he’s feeling impatient, while Collette stares at me with sharp eyes in a rare display of solidarity with the other heroes.
“I have every intention of holding to my word, Sir Cedric. However, it’s dangerous to establish a connection to the capital without thoroughly scouting our surroundings. What do you think would happen if the fiends of Chaos were to find the circle and use it to teleport to Roshar?”
“That won’t happen! We have fifty thousand men here! You would have plenty of time to destroy the circle before they can use it! Besides, we’ve marched weeks with no sign of the armies of Chaos! They’re probably hiding on that peninsula, scared out of their wits!”
“Destroy the teleportation circle? While you and the other two heroes are still in Roshar? That would leave us deep in enemy territory without the aid of the Goddess’ Chosen Heroes. And just because we haven’t encountered any resistance doesn’t mean we’re safe—quite the opposite, in fact.”
“You could create another circle in secret to summon us back. You claim to be a strategic genius, yet you can’t even think of that?”
I hold back a sigh at his unreasonable demands. “Of course I thought of that. However, even the best-laid plans often crumble once the battle begins. There’s no guarantee it will simply go as you imagine.”
“Whatever! Just order them to create the circle. We’ve put off our business long enough during our weeks of marching!”
“Worry not. We’ve just received the final reports from the scouts. There’s no trace of the armies of Chaos nearby, so we will be establishing a connection shortly.”
“Good. Don’t keep us waiting for long.”
He turns and leaves, heading toward the heavily armed building set up to house the [Teleport] circle. The other two heroes trail him, obviously just as eager to return to Roshar.
I motion for Helvia to draw near so we can speak softly. “What are your thoughts on their fascination with Roshar?”
“Are you sure you wish to know, Prince Rhys? You said yourself that you’re ignoring their private lives to remain focused on the war.”
“I fear that my ignorance on the situation may come back to haunt me.”
As usual, she gathers her thoughts for several seconds before responding. “There’s a war brewing in Roshar.”
“A war? Against whom?”
“Ourselves. The factions are drawing battle lines as assuredly as two armies meeting on an open field.”
“What!? Civil war at a time like this!? What is Father doing!?”
“Unfortunately, even King Edgar doesn’t have the power to stop what is coming. The only question that remains is what will be the spark that ignites the flames of war.”
Helvia’s words make me reconsider opening a connection to Roshar, despite my promise to the heroes. Yet…
I cannot afford to draw the ire of the three heroes. Without them, this campaign is doomed to failure.
Father, I hope you are well-prepared…
I don’t halt my steps as I continue toward my group of Dark mages to order them to create the [Teleport] circle, allowing the three heroes free reign to continue their devious schemes against my own father.
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Chapter 3: Hero

----- Lumina -----
 
Within the vast expanse of pitch blackness, no sounds reach my ears, no tastes fill my mouth, and no smells linger in my nose. There’s only the vague feeling of drifting on a current and the knowledge that there’s no way to fight it.
I see. So that’s what happened.
As a princess, I’m one of the few humans with access to spells that are normally forbidden to others—Dark magic. If I desired, I could even gain permission to train under a Dark mage. Of course, I have no intention of doing so.
However, that doesn’t mean that I haven’t utilized Dark magic before. One spell in particular is both highly illegal and extremely useful: [Teleport]. When enchanted to a floor and connected to another [Teleport] circle elsewhere, it can be used to move instantly between the two enchanted circles.
There are several teleportation circles at the castle in the city of Roshar where my father rules. It was only a few times, but I have had the displeasure of using them. So, I’m keenly aware of the strange, weightless feeling as the spell transports you from one circle to the other.
Sir Locke used teleportation magic.
My body lurches, as if gravity is once again beginning to take hold over me. My senses begin to return, and I feel the floor beneath my feet. I open my eyes and find myself in a room of earthen stone. The walls have been crudely cut, leaving them jagged and crooked.
Standing before me is a small group of men, along with a single woman. Most of them are dressed in cheap armor, with their swords already drawn. Teleporting not only dampens the senses, but also thoughts and emotions. But with the effect having worn off, a sudden panic begins to rise in my chest as the realization of my situation sets in.
No…! Where am I!? Who are these ruffians!?
An intense fear grips my mind and body, and I find myself unable to move, even as one of the men steps forward. He wears a disgusting smile, his face full of arrogance, and comes to a stop just outside the teleportation circle.
“Hello, Princess.” His eyes trace the length of my body, starting with my face and slowly moving down.
“W-who are you?” My voice is weak and unsteady, making clear the fear I’m desperately trying to overcome.
“Me?” His eyes gradually move back up, eventually meeting my own. “I’m nobody important. Just someone lucky enough to know the right people.”
Why? Why would Sir Locke send me here? Does his hatred of me truly run so deep? Or could it be … that I was wrong.
Was I blinded by my desire to believe that he is a true hero? Have I been chasing a dream these last few weeks, like a naïve child?
Ever since I lost my faith in the other three heroes, I’ve desperately searched for something to believe in.
I was so sure he was the one…
I try to calm my nerves, with little success. “Am I to be a hostage and used to force my father’s hand?”
“A hostage?” The man snickers, and a feeling of dread courses through my body. “No. Too risky. Our client only wants one thing—for you to disappear.”
“D-disappear…?” It takes me several seconds to process his meaning, but when I do, I finally take my first step since the teleportation—backwards, in a primal urge to put some distance between me and this man.
“You must have really pissed someone off for them to risk taking out this country’s only princess. You’ll have plenty of time to regret whatever you did to them. Plenty of time.”
“But first,” the man begins before turning his head slightly, as if he’s looking at something behind me, “I guess I need to greet our other guest.”
I’ve been so concentrated on the group of men that I haven’t turned to check my surroundings this entire time. I twist my head, following the man’s gaze.
Standing a few steps behind me to my left is the very person I’ve been desperately chasing these last few weeks.
I want to ask why. Why did you send me here? Why did you give me to these terrible people? But the words won’t come out.
Sir Locke—no, the False Hero is simply staring casually at the group of criminals, as if all of this were the expected result.
“It’s good to make your acquaintance, False Hero.” The man bows to him. “Although this meeting is unexpected, I think we’ll both find ourselves benefiting from it.”
“Oh? How so?” the False Hero responds, his voice calm and steady.
“I’m always in search of powerful business partners. What better partner can there be than the infamous False Hero himself?”
“And me? What do I stand to gain?”
“Ah, well it’s always good to have people willing to do your dirty work, isn’t it? Besides…” His eyes return to me. “You’ll get to enjoy taking revenge on our little princess here.”
“I see,” the False Hero states simply.
“Don’t worry,” the man says, “I’ll make sure she has all her limbs intact when I’m done with her. Though, I can’t make any guarantees about her mind.”
“Yeah, not everyone can withstand torture. Some break after the first session. I’ve seen it many times.”
“Hah. That’s right.” The man’s smile deepens, as if happy to find someone who understands him. “I hate it when that happens, but I can’t ever hold myself back, even if I know I’ll end up regretting it.”
“You enjoy it that much, huh?”
“I can’t deny that.” He nods. “So, what do you say? Want to team up?”
This can’t be happening! How could I be so wrong? Why didn’t I listen to Father? I…I…
“No,” the False Hero responds.
The man’s disgusting smile begins to fade. “No? I’m giving you the chance to enact your revenge on the daughter of the one who sentenced you to death, and you say no?”
Eh? What’s going on?
“I’m not going to repeat myself.” The False Hero’s tone of voice hasn’t changed. It’s as if he’s having a casual conversation with an acquaintance.
The man’s smile is completely gone now. “Don’t you hate the king?”
“Of course.”
“Then why! His precious daughter stands before you, yet you refuse my offer!?”
“I could go on about how the timing of her abduction was too perfect to be a coincidence, and that you planned to blame her disappearance on me, but things like that stopped bothering me long ago. No, the reason I turned you down is much simpler.”
The False Hero’s eyes suddenly grow cold, and when he speaks next, the hatred in his voice sends a shiver down my spine, despite not being the target of his rage.
“I’d never let a worthless piece of shit like you lay a single finger on the princess!”
D-did he just…!
“Y-you think you can oppose us!? No matter how strong you are, without a weapon, even you can’t—”
His words are cut short as a crescent-shaped wave slices into him. The man is lifted off his feet and carried through the air by the powerful burst of energy.
“I can’t what?” the False hero asks with a smile. In his hands is a spear. The distinctive blue shine of mithril runs the length of the weapon, from the base of the shaft to the tip. He points it toward the group of men.
Was I wrong? Could it be that this situation is unexpected for him as well? But there’s not a hint of unease on his face…
He steps forward, placing himself between me and the group of bandits. As I stare at his back, powerful emotions threaten to spill out from deep within.
He wasn’t rushing toward me to cast a teleportation spell.
I move my eyes down to the cut on the side of his coat. The fabric surrounding it is stained red with blood.
He took Elise’s sword without hesitation, trying desperately to reach me before the spell activated—to protect me.
After months of suffering, grasping desperately at the only remaining hope I could find, I’ve finally found what I’ve longed for—a hero!
“Hey, Princess,” Sir Locke says as he keeps his eyes forward, “want to team up?”
“A-ah, yes—yes, I do Sir Locke!” I say enthusiastically.
“Good, then listen carefully. I’m using a lost magic to communicate with you telepathically. Just respond by directing your thoughts back at me.”
“I understand.”
“Leave the fighting to me. I’ll protect you, but be ready to defend yourself, just in case.”
“Okay.”
The man who was blown away by Sir Locke’s weapon skill stands back up. As the wound he received slowly leaks blood, I see the woman behind him raise her arm and cast a spell.
“That hurt,” the man says. “Where the hell’d that spear come from?”
I’d like to know the answer to that as well…
“Who knows?” Sir Locke responds. “But I know where it’s going.” He points the spear directly at the man’s heart.
“Like hell!” He waves his hand, and the other bandits spread out, preparing to encircle us.
“Step back,” Sir Locke instructs as he moves forward.
I follow his command, taking several steps back, stopping a short distance in front of the wall behind me. The room is fairly large, but there are twelve bandits, plus me and Sir Locke, so it still feels rather crowded.
The men who had spread out focus on Sir Locke, forming a semi-circle around him. Before they strike, five blades of wind appear seemingly out of nowhere, with each blade flying toward a different target.
The men are surprised by the sudden spell, and three fall immediately. The other two accosted by the magic frantically place their weapons between them and the blades, dampening the impact. Despite that, blood sprays through the air and after a short delay, they too fall.
“What the hell!?” their leader says as he looks at his five fallen companions. “Attack! Don’t let him cast again!”
The remaining six close in on Sir Locke simultaneously. However, he sidesteps and twirls his spear, and I watch as another bandit slumps to the ground. He moves toward a gap in their formation, staying out of reach of the men’s shorter weapons as he lashes out again, landing a blow on one man’s arm, causing him to drop his sword.
Sir Locke’s movements cause the four remaining men to gather into a group as they attempt to corner him. Perhaps fearing another spell, they charge recklessly to prevent giving him time to channel.
“It’s over,” Sir Locke says with a mocking smile.
A spray of electricity engulfs the men as they charge, their momentum causing them to topple to the ground as their bodies stiffen.
Without hesitation, Sir Locke ends the lives of three men, leaving only their leader, the woman, and the injured man. As he walks toward the paralyzed bandit, a [Fireball] comes flying toward him from his blind spot.
“Behind you!” I yell nearly on reflex. However, I know it’s too late, so I can only watch anxiously as it closes in on him.
Sir Locke never even turns to look. He continues his casual steps toward the bandit’s leader as a [Shimmering Shield] appears behind him, blocking the spell cast by the female bandit.
He reaches his target and points his spear down at him. “I’ve got a few questions I’d like to ask you.”
The man’s face contorts in anger as he looks up at Sir Locke. “I won’t be killed by a piece of trash like you!”
As he lay on the ground, the bandit leader swings his sword, knocking away the spear. Sir Locke seems to have expected that, and he easily evades the next strike at his legs.
The man stands and charges, bringing the fight into close-combat melee. “Get the girl! We’ll use her as a hostage!”
Thanks to his wound, the man whose arm was injured by Sir Locke escaped death. That man turns in my direction, his sword held in his uninjured arm as he rushes at me.
I frantically raise my hand to release the spell I’m holding, and an [Ice Lance] traces a path toward him. As soon as he sees my arm come up, he changes his trajectory, and I watch in horror as my spell narrowly misses the man’s torso.
Without time to channel another spell, I can only watch as he closes in.
Just before he reaches me, he grunts and comes to a stop. He looks down and sees the tip of an [Ice Lance] protruding from his chest. He drops his sword and reaches his hand toward that tip, as if desperate to yank it free. However, his legs give out before his fingers make contact, and he collapses to the ground a short distance before me.
I look at the one who cast the spell, Sir Locke, and see him still crossing weapons with the bandit’s leader.
For most soldiers, combat takes up all of their concentration, and splitting their focus to channel a spell can leave them susceptible to their opponent’s attacks. Yet, Sir Locke effortlessly casts spells, even while engaged in melee.
That’s amazing enough, but to keep an eye out on the battlefield as a whole, watching both the enemies’ movements and my own as he fights—it’s a feat that only a handful of soldiers could ever hope to attain.
Amazing. So this is what a hero is capable of…
As I watch, the bandit leader’s sword is knocked from his hand, and Sir Locke sweeps his legs from under him with the spear. The man lands on his back, with the tip of the spear hovering just above his neck.
“Feel like talking now?” Sir Locke asks.
The man moves his eyes to his last companion, the female bandit, and she immediately reaches into her shirt and pulls out a small wand.
Her arm comes up, and she points the wand in my direction. “Release him or the girl dies!”
I feel a shiver of fear course through my body as I stare at the artifact. However, Sir Locke doesn’t remove the spear from the man’s throat. He simply stares at the wand with a frown.
“I mean it!” the woman yells. “Move!”
Sir Locke raises his spear, and the man breathes a sigh of relief. His reprieve is short-lived, though, as the spear comes down, piercing the man’s leg and the stone floor beneath it, pinning him in place.
“Bastard!” the woman yells as she casts the magic held within the artifact.
An enormous torrent of circulating water appears in my vision. The [Maelstrom] spell isn’t known for its speed, so it’s possible to dodge it. However…
I’ve never seen such a powerful [Maelstrom]!
Although I specialize in Water magic, the spell before me dwarfs mine in size and strength, causing my legs to freeze from a sudden spike of fear. By the time I recover my wits, it’s too late—it has grown too close to avoid.
As I watch with wide eyes, a magical barrier appears. The [Maelstrom] collides with the [Shimmering Shield], coming to a stop. Unfortunately, the torrent of water is too powerful, even for Sir Locke’s magic. The shield shatters, and the spell continues toward me.
However, during that brief moment, Sir Locke places himself between me and the oncoming spell, a shield on his left arm as he braces for impact.
The [Maelstrom] engulfs him, obscuring his body within its massive torrents. I bite my lip in anxiety as I imagine the powerful forces that he must be enduring in the center of that spell. Yet, as I continue to watch, the Water magic sits in place, the edge of its radius a mere couple feet from me.
He’s halting it…? That absurdly powerful spell…?
Several seconds pass with the [Maelstrom] stuck in place, its path blocked by Sir Locke’s body. Blessedly, after several more long seconds, the spell’s power begins to diminish. The torrents recede, revealing Sir Locke’s figure as he stands, his shield still held before him.
His body is covered in lacerations, yet they don’t seem to bother him at all as he lowers his shield and begins walking toward the female bandit, whose eyes have gone wide at his display of strength.
“T-there’s no way…!” As she begins backing away, her eyes fall on her leader, still pinned to the stone floor by Sir Locke’s spear.
After a brief hesitation, she turns and runs, heading toward the room’s only door. However, after only a single step, an [Ice Lance] pierces her chest from behind, causing her to stumble. It’s immediately followed by a [Fireball], sending her to the ground.
Sir Locke turns from her corpse and walks back to the bandit leader. The downed man has finally managed to remove the spear and stands, his weight placed on his one good leg.
“S-stay back!” He points the weapon at Sir Locke.
“You’re not even holding it correctly.” He ignores the bandit leader’s threat, continuing to walk toward him with steady steps.
The man lashes out as soon as Sir Locke gets within range, but his stab is easily avoided. He’s unable to strike again because Sir Locke’s hands grasp the shaft of the spear, just behind the tip. The bandit struggles to pull the weapon back but is overpowered, and the spear ends up back in its rightful owner’s hands.
Desperate, the bandit turns to me, but before he can make a move, he’s tripped and finds himself back on the ground with the tip of the spear poised to pierce his neck once again.
“Now that all the distractions are gone, why don’t we have ourselves a nice, long chat.”
“Bastard! You were supposed to hate them! So why are you protecting her!?”
“We’ve been through this already. Besides…” the spear digs into his flesh, drawing a trickle of blood, “…I’m the one asking questions. Who are you working for?”
A mad smile covers the bandit’s lips, despite the situation he’s in. “Why? You’ll just kill me after, anyway! So do it! End my life!” He presses his neck against the spear tip, causing it to sink deeper into his flesh.
Sir Locke hesitates, and the bandit attempts to use it to his advantage, bringing his arms up to grab the shaft. However, with a quick motion, the spear penetrates deep into his neck, and blood gushes out, pooling around the man as he dies.
I don’t move my eyes from his body until the light fades from his eyes. Although I don’t enjoy executions, it’s my duty as a princess to ensure that the innocent citizens of this country are kept safe from criminals, so I can’t avert my eyes to the brutal reality of this world.
It was a fate he deserved. How many have suffered at the hands of these bandits?
Sir Locke searches the corpse, finding a key hidden in the man’s pocket, then walks over to the woman’s body and reaches down, picking up the wand lying on the ground nearby. He places both items somewhere between his overcoat and undershirt.
He turns to me. “Well, that’s that, then.”
“Ah, right…” His odd phrasing causes me to give a weak reply.
“We should get going. I want to meet back up with my group soon.”
That’s right. He was separated from his allies because of me. How shameful…
“I understand. I’ll do my best to keep up, so please don’t hesitate to move quickly.”
“No, I’ll pace myself. If I used my full speed, you’d be left behind in seconds.”
“Sorry, and I’m grateful for your consideration.” I give him a small bow.
He turns from me without replying and faces toward the solitary door that leads from the room.
I’ve finally managed to reach him, but I never anticipated such a turn of events. Once we reach safety, I’ll certainly speak of the important matters for which I’ve sought him. Until then, I can only gratefully accept his protection.
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Chapter 4: Rebirth

----- Lutz -----
 
I step up to the door and give it a push. It swings open without resistance, giving me a view of the hallway beyond. There are three paths to choose. From the look of the walls and ceiling, they appear to be naturally formed but were crudely carved to widen them and flatten the ground.
On the ceiling are sporadically placed joists, supported by beams that rise from the floor, making me wonder if this hideout is an old, abandoned mineshaft.
“Looks like we got three choices. Left, right, or forward.”
“Without any clues, I guess we can only choose at random,” the princess replies.
Not exactly.
There are about twenty more mana signals throughout this hideout, and most of them are down the passage to our left. Out of the twenty, four weak ones are clustered in a single, tiny space. Among those four, one is so weak that it feels like a gentle breeze would be enough to snuff it out.
If it’s that weak…
“Let’s go.” I head down the passage to our right, toward the mana that seems to be on the verge of vanishing entirely.
The princess follows without complaint. Despite the seriousness of the situation, she appears to be relaxed—happy even.
What’s up with this girl?
“Make sure to follow my orders, especially during battle,” I say curtly as I keep my eyes forward.
“Yes, Sir Locke,” she responds obediently.
“You’ll be under my command until we can get back to safety. I don’t want to hear any complaints.”
“I understand.”
I purposefully speak in a disrespectful tone in an attempt to peel off her mask, yet she either sees through it, or simply doesn’t see it at all.
Tch. Why does it bother me so much to see that happy expression on her face?
Ever since I escaped that dungeon, nearly all my actions have been focused toward a single goal: to get stronger. I need strength to survive in this world—to survive against the one who’s been hunting me: the king.
Has she forgotten what her father did to me? Is she just going to pretend like everything’s fine?
I feel it deep within—that hatred. I’ve covered it up with the excitement of my adventures and the companionship of my friends, but it’s still there, as if it’s waiting to be released.
“Whatever. Just make sure to stay out of my way.” My tone comes out much thornier than before, causing even the princess’ smile to falter.
We continue down the hallway in an awkward silence, which suits me just fine, until we come across a door. Unlike everything else in this place, this door has been expertly installed, fitting precisely within the carved stone frame around it. It’s made of thick, wooden planks, reinforced by metal straps.
I take the key I found on the leader’s corpse and place it in the keyhole. I feel something click when I turn it, and the door opens. The inside is furnished with desks, tables, chairs, and even a fluffy bed.
“Guess he liked to live in comfort,” I say.
“Yes. I didn’t expect such extravagance from a bandit hideout. He’s even got his own bathtub.”
“Makes me wonder how long they’ve been here—and why nobody’s taken the time to wipe them out. There’s no way they could stay hidden for long, considering they take jobs as risky as offing the country’s princess.” I give the princess in question a sidelong glance.
“That’s true…” I can see conflict in her eyes, as if she’s hesitating to speak her mind.
“It’s obvious, even if you don’t want to say it. They’re protected. Probably by this provinces’ lord.”
“You’re right. I wish it weren’t so, but it only makes sense.”
“Protection from the lord in exchange for doing his dirty work—sounds just like the king.” I throw a petty remark at the princess.
“Father would never stoop so low!” She instantly reacts, defending him.
“Oh? You mean like sentencing someone to a painful death when they’ve done nothing wrong? That kind of thing?”
“T-that’s…” She trails off, and her face clouds over.
A feeling of satisfaction fills me now that I’ve managed to eradicate the satisfied smile that’s covered her face since the battle ended.
“There’s got to be some clues around here. Maybe something we can use to figure out who hired them to assassinate you.” I ignore the princess’ sour mood as I speak.
“Perhaps…”
“Well, start looking.”
I comb through the desk, finding several pieces of parchment. Most of them are full of numbers but have no names.
“Seems he kept detailed records of client payments and money owed but was careful not to leave a trail that could be led back to them.”
The princess nods in response.
I get tired of looking through documents, so I simply open the drawers and send all the parchment to my [Inventory] so I can scan through them later.
“Here we go.” I hold up a bag of coins I find in a desk drawer.
“Um, according to the laws, any items retrieved from bandits belong to the kingdom.”
“Well, if the king wanted this gold, he should have come to get it himself.” I place the pouch in my pocket before sending it to my [Inventory].
She looks like she has something to say but turns around to continue the search. I place anything else that seems important into my [Inventory] before walking back to the hallway.
“Let’s go. We’ve got something important to do.”
The princess looks confused. “Escape, you mean?”
“That too, but there’s one thing to do before that.” I leave my answer vague and begin moving down the pathway once again. After a minute of walking, we finally reach the room with the four sources of weak mana.
As I thought, they’re not bandits. They’re prisoners.
I peer through the slits on the heavy, wooden door and see four people inside. Three men and one woman. Although the men look bloody and exhausted, they appear to be largely in good physical condition. The woman on the other hand…
That bastard…!
If I weren’t detecting her presence with my [Sense Mana] spell, I would probably think I’m looking at a corpse. Her vacant eyes stare up at the ceiling as her body lies limp on the stone floor. Her face is bruised and swollen, her limbs are broken, and her body has been mutilated.
“Stand back.”
Without waiting for her answer, I release my [Fireball]. The explosion hits the cell door, blowing it open as bits of wood fly in all directions.
Before the explosion even dissipates, I’m walking toward the woman. I stop at her feet and look down as I release my [Cure] spell to heal her wounds, followed by [Restore] to remove the diseases inside her.
“How terrible…!” the princess yells softly.
“Tch. I don’t have time to mess with you small fries.”
I walk back to the doorway and release [Wind Blade]. Five crescent-shaped blades appear and fly down the hallway, killing the three bandits who came rushing after hearing the explosion. None of the other mana signals have moved, so I return my attention to the prisoners.
“It’s your lucky day, gentlemen,” I say to the three bewildered men sitting on the floor.
“Did my father send you?” one of the men asks. His clothes are torn and dirty but are finely woven from expensive thread. Despite his condition, his posture exudes confidence as he stands and meets my eyes.
A noble, huh? How annoying…
“No, so don’t go thinking we’re going to take any orders from you.”
The nobleman falters at my words, and I can practically see him swallowing his pride as he forces himself to stay silent.
The other two men have on the rough, sturdy clothes of workmen. Their hands are black and red—a mixture of dirt and dried blood. After casting [Cure] on the men, I return my attention to the woman.
“It’ll take a while before her wounds heal.” After taking a good look at her, I see that she’s younger than I initially thought.
“What should we do?” the princess asks. “I’d hate to move her when she’s in such condition.”
“Let’s give the spell some time. Maybe she’ll come to once her body recovers.”
The nobleman shakes his head. “I wouldn’t count on that. She hasn’t spoken a word in over a week now. They take her every night, and she always comes back in worse shape than she left. I fear that she will never recover her wits.”
“That’s too cruel.” The princess’ sad eyes look down on the broken young woman.
“Doesn’t matter. We’re waiting.”
“What if more of those bandits show up?” the nobleman asks. “I believe we should leave her and make our escape before their leader finds us. That man is dangerous.”
“Leave her?” I think back to the weeks I spent in the castle dungeon.
During my captivity, I saw countless prisoners dragged down the hallway outside my cell. They screamed and yelled, pleading their innocence as they were brought to that blood-soaked room. I’m not naïve enough to believe they were all innocent, but nobody deserves a fate like that, not even a brutal criminal.
I left them. All of them. How many others down there were innocent, suffering at the hands of that torturer?
The worst part is, I know that if I had to make the choice all over again, I would do the same thing. I would run for my life and leave them all to their horrendous fate.
I’m not the same person I was then…!
“Shut up.” My voice is full of contempt. Not at the nobleman, but at myself.
“How many nights has she suffered, praying with all her heart for someone to come and save her? The day she desperately sought is here, yet you want me to leave her behind!? Look at her. Even now, she’s fighting with everything she has left. Fighting to survive—to live. Broken, inside and out, yet she still breathes…! Like hell I’m going to abandon her!”
Hatred and frustration spill out from me, causing the three men to shrink back. The same can’t be said for the princess. She’s merely staring at me, as if she were waiting for this very moment.
I ignore the others and kneel beside the young woman as she lies unmoving on the ground. I’ve never cast [Cure] on someone with so many grievous injuries, so it’s difficult to estimate how long it will take to heal her.
Should I carry her out of here to the nearest town? With my strength, she wouldn’t be much of a burden, even if I need to carry her all day.
But it’s not her body that’s the problem, it’s her mind. Even on Earth, these kinds of traumatic experiences couldn’t be easily healed, despite decades of in-depth scientific study into the human psyche.
I look into her vacant, green eyes as they stare up at the ceiling. Her wounds have already begun to heal, and the diseases have vanished from her status, yet she hasn’t moved a single muscle. I don’t even recall seeing her blink since I walked into this cell.
Maybe there’s a magic spell healers in this world can use to cure something like this.
I go through my Status Screen, checking each spell—especially the ones I have yet to learn—to see if any of them could be used to treat her. I asked Belle a lot of questions about the spells I haven’t learned in order to better understand them, but I don’t remember a single one that would be useful for something like this.
Unfortunately, I only have access to second-tier spells, despite being level 24, so my options are limited. As I continue to scan, a particular magic catches my eye. It’s a dangerous spell if misused, both to its victim and caster.
[Hypnosis], huh? Will it work?
Back on Earth, weapons were often seen as dangerous, and civilized societies pushed to outlaw them for the safety of the citizens. However, there’s another side to that coin. A sword in the hands of a bandit can be used to rob and kill travelers on the road, yet that same sword in the hands of a father can be used to protect his wife and children from that very bandit.
[Hypnosis] is Dark magic, making it illegal to use without a license from the king. It forces the victim to feel whichever emotion you put into the spell. Of course, the common usage is to make your enemy feel fear or despair, causing them to hesitate during combat and giving you the advantage.
However, the spell isn’t limited to negative feelings. From my tests, I found that it will transmit virtually any emotion to the target, including positive ones like happiness.
Guess it won’t hurt to try…
I activate the spell, placing a feeling of peace and happiness within it, and cast it on the young woman. My keen eyesight picks up a slight tremble on her body, proving that it had some effect on her. Yet, as I hold it, she continues to lay still, staring up a nothingness.
Tch. Is it a failure?
Sweat starts to pour from my skin, and my vision begins to swim as nausea sets in. As usual, the physical effects of [Hypnosis] attack my body, and I’m forced to cancel the spell to prevent passing out.
Dammit. It definitely had an effect, but it didn’t go the way I hoped.
Unwilling to give up with just one attempt, I open my status screen again and stare at my [Hypnosis] spell.
Rank 1 still. I hadn’t planned on raising it because of how dangerous it is to use. It’s usually better to just kill my opponent, rather than going through the trouble of debilitating them with fear.
That said, there were a few times that this spell came in handy—like the time I abducted Karina, the previous mayor of Reim.
With hesitation, I upgrade it to rank 3, the highest rank I can get second-tier spells at my level, leaving me with only two Skill Points remaining. As I’m about to leave my status screen and try it again, an idea occurs to me.
If I combine those two spells…!
Before casting [Hypnosis], I place a buff on myself—[Mental Link]. I upgraded the spell to max already, rank 3. When I did, it gained the power to further link the minds of the caster and receivers. If desired, they can create an imaginary world to converse in, similar to a dream.
The shape and environment of the imaginary world can be manipulated by both the caster and receivers, forming a space that they each feel comfortable in. On top of that, time seems to pass slower in the dream world, allowing the participants to hold a lengthy conversation while only a short time passes in the real world.
I don’t know if it will work on someone whose mind is broken, but it can’t hurt to try.
With the [Mental Link] buff on me, I create a connection with the young woman’s mind. With Laya or the other girls, I get a feeling of acceptance transmitted to me each time we link, but for the first time, I feel nothing. No reaction at all.
I push on, forcefully invading the young woman’s mind. Perhaps due to her state, there’s no resistance, and my vision warps. After a few seconds, the imaginary world comes into focus, and I peer around the scenery. A mixture of rage and pity floods me as I look at the devastated landscape surrounding me.
A rocky wasteland stretches out as far as my eyes can see, broken up only by the scattered ruins of villages, left abandoned to crumble away by the harsh, unforgiving storm raging across the entire landscape.
I squint my eyes, protecting them from the blowing sand whipped about by the intense winds. After scanning the area for several long seconds, I spot a small figure huddled next to a collapsed building a short distance away.
I step toward that figure, pushing through gusts powerful enough to nearly lift me from my feet. As I move, I concentrate on the environment, attempting to manipulate it as I’ve done the many times I came to this world with Laya and the others.
To think I’d lose so completely…
Despite my efforts, I only manage to produce a small patch of grass around me, while lowering the powerful gusts to a calm breeze in that same area. It protects me from the harsh storm, but also speaks volumes on the state of the young woman’s mind.
This world is shaped by the minds of the ones inside it. Stronger emotions produce more powerful changes in the environment. If I can just barely manage to bend the area immediately around me to my will, then by comparison, her emotions must be…
I stop a short distance in front of that lone figure. I look down on her as she sits with her back against the broken wall of a destroyed building. Her knees are huddled up against her chest, while her head hangs limp, obscuring her face.
Is this the same young woman…? She can’t be any older than 8 or 9.
I’ve never experienced anyone in this world changing their forms, but I guess it’s possible. The little girl doesn’t flinch, even when I get close enough to hear her muffled whimpers.
Well, here I am, but what do I say? I’m no psychologist. There’s no way I can simply talk her into forgetting the hell she endured.
I hesitate to speak, unsure of where to even begin. As I look at the little girl, I rack my brain to think of something—anything—that I can use to ease her burdens.
There’s got to be something. Something she believes in, powerful enough to bring her back from the brink of despair.
Like a small spark on a dark night, a sudden thought occurs to me. Immediately, that spark ignites, and my mind races as the possibility of a solution opens up.
I’ve taken on the role of the False Hero, using his persona to achieve my goals when it’s convenient. But that’s not the only role I’ve been given in this world…
I eye one of my Unique Skills, [True Blessing of the Goddess].
Part of me is reluctant to do so, but if it means I can help this poor girl, I’ll use anything at my disposal.
With the plan settled, I activate [Hypnosis]. Like last time, I instill peace and happiness within the girl. However, I add another emotion to the mix this time: reverence.
I don’t know if it’s because I upgraded the spell or because I’m casting it directly on her inner self, but whichever it is, the effect of the spell is greatly increased. The girl lifts her head, looking toward me for the first time. Her green eyes are clouded with despair, despite the powerful emotions I’m forcing on her.
“I’m sorry. Please forgive me.” The words I vaguely remember hearing as my body was transported to this world leave my mouth.
The girl stares at me, and I see slight confusion in her eyes from my sudden apology.
“I should have arrived sooner. I could have protected you—saved you.”
As I speak, I continue to force my will upon the environment around us. With her mental state lifted slightly thanks to [Hypnosis], my control grows, and the ring of grass and calm wind expands, enveloping the girl and placing us in the eye of the storm.
“Why?” she asks between her sobs. “Why now?”
“Because you called for me.”
I see defiance fill her face. “No … I don’t want you. I don’t want anyone. I just—just want to be left alone…”
I kneel down, bringing my head level to her own. I face her with a solemn expression as I peer into her eyes.
“Is that really true?”
“Yes … go away.”
I’ve expanded my circle of influence enough to engulf the entirety of the building behind the girl. It’s standing now, beautiful and pristine. A small fountain gurgles nearby and the relaxing jingle of wind chimes fills the air.
“Then why are you still here, waiting?”
“Waiting? For what…?”
“For me.”
“N-no, I just want it to stop—all of it.” Her sorrowful expression remains, but the sobs have vanished.
That’s progress, I guess, but if I don’t hurry…
Upgrading [Hypnosis] has lessened the nausea, but even now I can feel it slowly growing stronger, threatening to overwhelm me before long.
“Yet you endured. Night after night, long passed when anyone else would have given up—you endured. Why?”
A slight look of thoughtfulness appears on her face. “I … don’t know. I thought that maybe if I held on that…”
“That someone would come to save you?” I finish after she trails off.
“It’s too late. There’s nothing left anymore…”
Throughout the conversation, I’ve focused on transforming the area behind me into a large, grassy plains, filled with the light and warmth of the midday sun on a warm spring afternoon.
It’s now or never. I can’t keep going for much longer.
Ignoring the increasing nausea, I begin forming my final creation in the center of that grassy plains.
“That’s not true. I can see her, deep inside you, begging to be released.” I offer her my hand, and her own hand trembles, as if it desperately wants to reach out and take it. Yet, she simply stares at it, unable to take that first step toward salvation.
“I … no we want to save you,” I continue.
“We?” She looks around, and for the first time, she sees the beautiful, lush scenery of life and serenity that surrounds her. I see her focus on my creation behind me, and her eyes widen as she marvels at what she sees.
“Yes, we. Me—and the Goddess.”
In the center of the grassy plains, floating a few dozen feet above the ground, is a dazzling figure. A brilliant light radiates from her, obscuring the details of her features. Despite that, she still manages to display undeniable beauty and perfection. Even here, we can feel the warmth emanating from her, as if challenging the sun for dominance as this world’s source of life.
The little girl stares at what she believes is the Goddess, and her eyes grow moist. Two streams of tears trace paths down her cheeks as she turns her head back toward me.
“Who are you?” Her face, once filled with nothing but sorrow, shows the slightest hint of hope.
I stare into her watery, green eyes. “I’m this world’s one true hero, John Lawrence Locke.”
She reaches out and takes my extended hand.  “Sir Locke, please—please save me…!” I help her stand while the feeling of warmth from our joined hands flows through us.
I struggle to maintain my balance as I stand before the girl. The nausea has made my body go almost completely numb, and my consciousness wavers.
Not yet…! I won’t lose control this close to the end!
I push my concentration to its absolute limit as my head throbs and my stomach churns. The spells that were on the verge of collapse stabilize ever so slightly, allowing me to return what little focus I have left to the girl.
Within the time it takes for me to blink, the little girl disappears, and in her place stands the young woman I saw lying on the cell floor, her youthful body healthy and unscarred.
“If that’s your wish, then I will certainly grant it.” I struggle to keep my voice from faltering as my vision begins to fade and my thoughts blur.
“Yes, with all my heart I wish it!”
“Then let us meet on the other side.”
I look into her eyes with what I hope is a warm, confident smile. Then, I release her hand and cancel both [Hypnosis] and [Mental Link] at the same time.
----- Miri -----
 
The hero, Sir Locke, vanishes from my vision. Emotions I thought lost flare up within me—hope, relief, and desire—a desire to see him again. Yet, despite wishing to return to that cruel world, the scenery around me remains unchanged.
The beautiful landscape surrounds me, and beyond that, a desolate land of my own creation. The Goddess still lingers in the heart of that lovely meadow, and I feel the comfort of her warm gaze enveloping me.
I kneel before the divine being. “Oh, Goddess. Thank you for blessing me with salvation!”
A thought suddenly occurs to me as I sit, bowing before her.
Has there ever been a time when the Goddess has shown herself to the people of this world? She speaks to her oracles, but even the Great Heroes don’t meet her directly, do they?
I raise my head to the Goddess who has yet to move or speak, wondering why she still honors me with her presence. As my eyes take her in, I see the bright light around her begin to dim, allowing me a clearer view.
The Goddess is…
With the light softened to a comforting glow, my eyes take in her features. Hair, eyes, face, and body—every bit of her is now clearly visible to me.
…heavenly! Perfection doesn’t even begin to describe her…!
I can see her eyes keenly focus on me, and for the first time, she speaks. “My sweet, brave child. Please listen carefully, for the fate of this world may lie in your hands.” A faint shadow of sadness falls over her face. “There’s a task I require of you…”
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Chapter 5: Minimap

----- Lutz -----
 
The world around me warps again, and I find myself back in that cold, dark cell. Immediately, I fall to my knees as my vision swims and my ears ring. Without warning, I lean onto my hands and just barely prevent the bile from spilling out of my mouth. I begin to collapse, unable to even support myself, when suddenly…
“Sir Locke.” A gentle voice enters my ears, seemingly cutting straight through the intense ringing, and I feel a pair of small arms holding me up, preventing me from collapsing.
I stay there on my hands and knees, supported by those arms, as I slowly recover.
Finally, after several dozen agonizing seconds, I look up. The princess stares back at me, her eyes soft and gentle.
What…? Why is she looking at me like that?
My mind’s still spinning, making it difficult to think clearly. I look away from the princess and force myself to sit as I look at the young woman still lying on the ground.
Her eyes stare vacantly up at the ceiling, despite at least a full minute having passed since I cancelled [Mental Link].
Was it a failure after all? But she seemed so willing to return…
As I continue to look at her, she blinks. Then, her eyes move around, as if in search of something. Eventually, they fall on me, and our eyes meet. A faint smile forms on her lips, and she struggles to sit up.
“Easy,” I say as I lean forward to help her.
My own body is still reeling from the effects of [Hypnosis], but most of the dizziness has passed, so I manage to place my hand behind her back and support her as she raises herself into a seated position.
“You’re still injured, so—” I start before noticing something strange.
Wait, her injuries—where are they?
I peer at her body. Her once broken limbs are now in perfect condition, while her skin, although still caked in dried blood, doesn’t have so much as a scratch on it.
Just how long were we in that dream world?
I can’t imagine we spent nearly enough time inside it for her wounds to heal so completely, but I’m not going to complain when something that goes against my expectations ends up benefiting me, so I refocus on the young woman herself.
My mind was filled with concern at her injuries as I examined her body, so I didn’t notice at first, but—
Her clothes barely cover anything.
Only a few strips of cloth prevent her assets from spilling out, making it difficult to know where to look.
I remove a cloak from my [Inventory] and drape it around her shoulders, covering her body.
“Thank you, Sir Locke.” Her voice is dry and raspy.
“Don’t mention it. How are you feeling?” I take out a waterskin and hand it to her.
“Divine.” A small smile forms on her lips as she takes a sip.
Uh, right…
I set my expectations low, hoping only that she would awaken and begin the process of healing her psychological scars over the course of years, but as I look at her, I can’t help but feel as if she’s already made great strides toward recovery.
Did the combination of those two spells really have such a drastic effect? Or was my fake Goddess that convincing?
Something’s bothering me, but I can’t seem to figure it out, so I drop the line of thought and focus on our current situation.
“Well, that’s good. We’ve got a long way to go before you’re back to safety, but don’t worry—I’ll protect you until then.”
“Thank you.”
She begins to stand, so I do the same, helping her up in the process while the three men stare at us in utter surprise at the unexpected turn of events.
Yeah, I feel the same way, guys…
“Amazing.” The princess looks at me for some reason.
I ignore her gaze and return my eyes to the young woman. “What’s your name?”
“Oh, forgive my rudeness.” She bows her head. “I am Miri. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sir Locke.”
“Miri, huh? Well, the pleasure’s all mine.” I nod back at her, and a happy expression fills her face.
Did I overdo it? The way she’s looking at me…
I begin to feel a tad uncomfortable at her excessive feelings, but it’d be rude to point out, so I push those thoughts aside and look to the princess.
“Let’s go. Stay behind me with Miri.” I turn toward the men. “You three bring up the rear.”
From the corner of my vision, I see Miri flinch as she takes in the sight of the three men. She quickly steps in my direction, placing me between her and the others.
As expected, the scars won’t heal that quickly, huh? Well, she seems to be fine around me, at least, so I’ll make sure to keep her close.
“Sir Locke, was it?” one of the workmen asks.
“That’s right.” I respond without looking at him.
“Do you think we can stop somewhere on the way out? They took all of our belongings and put them in a storage room. They might come in handy for our journey.”
I have everything we need in my [Inventory], but there’s no point explaining that to them. Besides that, I’ve decided to finish what I started before leaving this hideout, so it’s a convenient request.
“Yeah, that’s not a problem.”
Before I step out into the hallway, I look at something that I’ve been ignoring for the past several minutes as I dealt with the situation.
Why do I have a flashing plus sign in the corner of my vision? I’m still level 24, so there shouldn’t be any reason for it to be there…
I open my status screen.
Twenty skill points!? How? Could it be…!
There was another time when I suddenly gained fifteen bonus skill points—back when I unlocked my first Heroic skill, [Inventory].
I open my Heroic skill tree and sure enough, another ability has appeared on the list.
[Minimap]?
The name brings up memories of the small map in the corner of the user interface in most video games, where it shows terrain and NPCs.
I learn it, and like last time, it doesn’t even cost me a skill point. The knowledge of how to use my new skill floods my brain, and I smile as I activate it.
In the corner of my vision, a small map appears. As expected, it shows an overhead view of the cell room and hallway, although a short distance down the path, the [Minimap] is shrouded in darkness.
I take a step while keeping my eye on my map and notice a small amount of that darkness is replaced by terrain in the direction I move.
As I thought, I need to explore an area in order to reveal it on my [Minimap]. Things are getting interesting again.
Besides terrain, the map also shows me the location of people. I see a single green dot a short distance behind me, along with four blue ones.
Typical. Green dots indicate party members, so that must be the princess. Blue ones are neutral, which is why Miri and the three men show up as that color.
Speaking of party…
“Hey, Miri. Do you want to team up until I can get you to safety?”
“I’d love to, Sir Locke.”
As usual, a message pops up when someone accepts my offer.
<Miri wants to join your party.>
I accept, and her name appears on my party list, below the princess.
No spells. No skills. Level 3. Guess that’s to be expected. Wait … what!?
I eye the bottom of Miri’s Status Screen, where it lists her Unique Skills. It’s extraordinarily rare for anyone to have a Unique Skill, so I expected it to be blank. Yet within it, there’s a single Unique Skill: [The Hero’s Advocate].
I check the description of her skill and it states: ‘Receives a large bonus to eloquence and confidence when advocating for the Hero.’
The hell kind of Unique Skill is that? Who’s this hero? It can’t be me, can it…?
I have a lot of lingering questions, but I’m not in a situation to think on them at the moment, so I close her status and look back at the people behind me.
“Okay, let’s move.”
As I continue down the hallway, the workman gives me directions to the storage room where all their belongings are being held. It’s a short distance away, so we reach it without running into any of the bandits who are still mostly congregated on the other side of the hideout.
“Only take what you’re willing to carry yourself. Don’t expect anyone else to help you if it gets too heavy. With the exception of Miri, of course,” I add as I look at her.
“Thank you very much, Sir Locke.”
“I just don’t want you to push yourself too hard. Even if your injuries are gone, you may still be weak due to your body’s condition.”
“Yes. I’ll be careful.”
She hesitates to leave my side, peering at the men who are walking around the room as they sort through the items. Eventually, she seems to build up her courage and steps forward, although she keeps a wide gap between her and the others.
The princess and I watch as they rummage through the supplies, looking for their belongings or anything that may be useful for our journey.
“Should we pick through the items, as well?”
“No need,” I answer without looking at her.
“But we’re both empty-handed. Do you intend to use these men as pack mules during the journey?”
“No, that’s not it. There’s simply nothing of value here that I don’t already have with me.” I leave my answer vague, but she nods at my words and refrains from grabbing anything.
She trusts my word, despite the fact that I’m not even carrying so much as a travel bag. Why?
Could it be that she’s already seen through my [Inventory] skill? I have used it quite a bit since we teleported.
I’ve grown to rely on it to such an extent that I have no choice but to use it in front of others when needed. I never explain where my weapons and items come from, but at a certain point, anyone could figure it out after watching me close enough.
After our four new traveling companions retrieve an armful of items, we head back into the hallway. None of the stuff in the storage room is valuable. No doubt they’ve already sold anything of worth. But they did manage to pick up some basic supplies like boots.
“Okay,” I say to the others. “We’ve got one more thing to do before we leave.”
The noble looks at me with a worried expression. “Are you sure that’s wise, Sir Locke? If we run into their leader, we may end up captured—or dead.”
“You don’t have to worry about him. He won’t be bothering anyone anymore.”
“Do you mean…!”
“Yeah, we killed him already. Now,” I say in a harsh tone, “we’re going to clean up the rest of the trash in here.”
The noble gulps at the venomous tone of my words.
Because I haven’t explored the area yet, [Sense Mana] is still the best way to locate the bandits within the hideout. I lead the group toward a couple stragglers who are wandering around the hallways, and when they come into view, my blades of wind silently put an end to them before they even know we’re here.
Of the eleven remaining bandits, nine are congregated in a single section of the hideout. When we get close, I signal for the others to stop.
“There’s a group of bandits just down that hallway.” I point to a passage that branches off the tunnel we’re in. “You guys stay here. I’ll wipe them out.”
Even from here, we can hear their voices as they yell and laugh.
“Be careful,” the princess says.
“I’m sure Sir Locke won’t have a problem,” Miri adds.
“I-I know that.”
I step into the passage and continue on until I reach an opening. I look inside and see a room full of tables. Sitting around are nine men, drinking and gambling. The rambunctious atmosphere continues unabated for several long seconds as I stand in the doorway and watch them.
Eventually, one of the men notices, and he points in my direction. The others turn, and soon, every man in the room is staring at me.
“Morning fellas,” I say casually. “Mind if I join in on the fun?”
“Who the hell are you?” The man stands and takes a few steps in my direction.
“Your boss was inviting people over, so I figured I’d come in and see what the big deal is with this place.”
“The boss did what?” He looks confused. “You can’t fool me. He’d never let a kid like you walk around without an escort.”
The man pulls a sword from his waist, and the others around him do the same.
“Turns out, I didn’t like what I saw. So, I killed him.” A smile forms on my lips.
“Like he’d lose to you. Don’t worry, we won’t kill you. Not until the boss hears what you have to say.”
Confident in their victory, three of the men rush in my direction. They aim for my limbs, rather than my vitals, attempting to disable me for easy capture.
I sweep my arms out, deflecting two of the swords with the back of my hands, causing the weapons to whiff. I sidestep the third, and he stumble, not expecting to miss.
My leg whips out, hitting a man in the chest, sending him to the ground. I quickly twirl, catching a second one with a roundhouse kick and knocking him into the third. They fall as well, dropping their swords in the process.
The men in the room are silent, and I see their expressions harden as they finally begin to take me seriously.
“You guys have been having quite a bit of fun, haven’t you?” I say, my tone still casual.
“Fun? What’re you talking about?”
“That young woman you kept locked in the cell.”
I had already cast [Scry] on them, and saw the same diseases listed in their status that Miri had on hers.
“So what? We earned it.”
“Yeah, I suppose you’re right. I guess there’s nothing wrong with getting what you deserve.”
The three men I knocked down have already recovered their swords and are positioning themselves alongside their allies as they prepare to attack together.
“So I guess you can’t complain…” I begin casually, but my tone suddenly shifts, and I unleash my anger as I stare at the pieces of garbage in front of me, “…if I end your worthless lives!”
They yell as they charge, and unlike last time, they’re aiming for my life.
I release my [Scorching Ray], and the beam sweeps in an arc in front of me as I stand with my arms still hanging loosely by my sides. Each man hit by the spell is left with a gaping wound in his torso. The wound is instantly cauterized by the intense heat, preventing them from spilling even a single drop of blood.
The beam quickly traces a path from one side of the room to the other as it continues in its arc, catching each of the men before they have a chance to reach me. The ones who survive the initial hit can only stare in horror at their mortal wound. Soon, they too drop, and just like that, they all perish.
“Serves you right,” I say to their corpses.
I turn and walk back to the others, finding them exactly how I left them. “It’s done.”
“Thank you,” Miri says.
Ah, I guess I did yell a bit loud there in the end. Did they hear me?
There’s nothing I can do about it now, so I put that thought aside and lead the group toward the final two bandits inside the hideout. When we get close, I notice the distinct scent of fresh air, replacing the old, musty smell that pervades the rest of the hideout.
So that’s why these two haven’t budged since I first arrived. They’re guarding the entrance.
“Two men, just ahead. They’re weak, so follow me—but keep your distance.”
The others put a few more steps between us as I approach them. Their attention is toward the entrance, so we manage to get close before they pick up the sound of our approaching footsteps.
“Who are you!?” one of the men yells as he draws his sword.
Instead of responding, I dash forward at high speed, grabbing his wrist and twisting, causing him to drop his weapon. I catch the blade as it tumbles through the air and stick the point into his heart.
As the first man collapses, I withdraw the sword and parry the second. As our blades clash, an [Ice Lance] appears and embeds itself in his chest, killing him.
Although we were only inside for a short while, a lot of things happened, making the cool morning air outside feel refreshing as we finally step out of the bandit’s hideout.
A small field of grass spreads out before us, followed by a ring of trees a short distance away. As expected, the hideout is a cave on the side of a cliff face, although I don’t see any signs to indicate that it’s an abandoned mineshaft like I suspected.
“Finally…!” the noble says as he basks in the feeling of freedom.
“Never thought I’d make it out of there alive,” one of the workmen says. “Thank you, Sir Locke.”
“Don’t mention it.”
I check my [Minimap] and see that there are still several unexplored pathways in the bandit’s hideout. My gamer instincts are screaming at me to return and explore the rest of the dungeon, but I ignore my urges and look at the newly revealed terrain on the [Minimap].
Now that I’m outside, the map seems to reveal a larger radius around me. Is it because I’m not in a dungeon, because of the amount of light, or something else?
As always, whenever I get a new ability, I have to thoroughly explore how it works. Not only is it essential to using it properly, but it’s just plain fun.
I force myself to look away from my [Minimap] and refocus on our situation. “Anyone have any idea where we are?”
They look at each other, but nobody seems to have an answer.
“They blindfolded us when we were kidnapped,” one of the workmen says.
“Me too,” the noble adds.
Miri nods as well.
“In that case, I’ll take a quick look.”
I leap up onto an [Air Step] and begin ascending into the sky. I quickly crest the top of the trees and look around, searching for a city in the distance.
Seriously? There’s nothing but trees. Just how far were we teleported?
The sea of trees continues nearly all around me, interrupted only by occasional hills and cliffs. However, my keen eyesight picks up the sight of a small village nestled in the forest.
According to the sun, that village is northwest from our current location. Guess we can go there to find out where Antara is. Hopefully, we didn’t wind up somewhere really crazy, like another country.
Belle told me a while back that the distance of a teleportation spell depends on the magical power of the caster or artifact used.
When two teleportation circles are linked, the range of the spell vastly increases, but it only allows transportation between the two circles, whereas using the spell without one gives the caster more flexibility on the destination at the cost of limiting the distance.
Although we ended up inside a teleportation circle when we appeared at the bandit’s hideout, the original caster used the spell directly, making me wonder how the hybrid casting method affected the spell’s range.
No use thinking about it, I guess. I wanted to avoid asking the men anything weird, but I need to know where we are. If they start bombarding me with questions, I’ll just ignore them.
As I stand atop my translucent step, I take a look at my [Minimap] and notice that a large amount of darkness has been removed from around me.
So, going to a vantage point like this and looking around reveals more of the map compared to when I’m on the ground.
I wonder what other little mechanics will come into play as I continue to learn more about this skill.
Satisfied, I descend back down to the ground. “There’s a village to the northwest. We’ll have to trek through the forest for a couple hours to reach it.”
“I-I’ll do my best,” the princess says, lacking confidence.
“Don’t worry, my time estimate includes the slow pace of some of our members.”
She’s not the only one who looks relieved. My [Cure] spell has healed their wounds, but the former prisoners are thin and malnourished.
Should we have looked for the bandit’s food while we were in there? Or maybe I can pull some food out of my [Inventory].
I reach beneath my coat, and when my hand returns, it’s carrying a small, bulging bag about as big as my head. If they were to think about it clearly, they’d realize there’s no way such a thing would fit beneath my coat, but when they see the contents, none of them seem to care about the small details.
I hold the bag out to Miri, and she grabs a carrot and an apple.
“Delicious,” she says after taking a bite.
It’s just basic fruits and vegetables, but to someone on the brink of starvation, it’s quite possibly the best tasting food they’ve ever had.
The men take a few pieces as well, and I tell them to take a seat and relax while they eat. Unsurprisingly, Miri puts some space between her and the others before sitting on a large stone jutting out from the ground.
“By the way, do you four live near the city of Antara?”
“Yes,” the noble responds. “My father’s estate is just west of the city. Why do you ask?”
“Just curious.” I turn my back on them before they can ask any follow-up questions.
Good. We’re still in the area surrounding Antara, so it shouldn’t take long for us to return there.
The princess walks to my side. “Sir Locke, should we explore the tree line in search of a path?”
“Good idea. I’m sure the bandits must have traveled through this forest quite a bit when going to and from the hideout.”
She sticks close to me as we examine the forest, and as she expected, we find a foot trail roughly leading north.
“It doesn’t lead directly toward that village, but we can use it and see how it turns as we travel. If it starts going away from our destination, we’ll step off the path and begin trekking through the forest.”
“Understood.”
As usual, the princess simply accepts my plan without hesitation.
I expected her to be more spoiled than this. Is she afraid of angering me?
She follows me as I walk back to the others. “We found a path. There’s still a couple hours before noon, so we should reach the village well before nightfall, but we need to get moving quickly, just in case something goes wrong.”
“I’m ready,” the noble says as he stands.
The others follow his example, and I lead the group onto the narrow path that cuts through the forest.
It’s heavily used, which makes it easy to navigate. On top of that, the trees in this world are much thicker than most of the ones on Earth. Their massive root systems and thick canopies leave little nutrition and light for vegetation to grow, leaving the forest floor relatively easy to traverse.
We continue in silence as the others look at the woods around them with obvious fear.
They’re probably afraid that a monster will appear at any moment. No doubt they’ve been taught how dangerous it is to wander around unclaimed land.
Fortunately for them, I’ve been keeping track of the monsters around us. With my strength, most are too weak to even consider a threat, but to a group of normal, low-level humans without enchanted equipment, even a weak monster can be deadly.
So, when I sense a small group of creatures a short distance ahead of us, I order the others to stop.
“There’s a pack of monsters ahead. It’s safe here, so wait while I take care of them.”
I continue on by myself until I reach a group of monkey-like creatures that cover the trees near the path. They rile themselves up into a frenzy when I get close and begin leaping from the branches in an attempt to reach me.
“Too rash. Can’t you tell that you have no chance of winning?” I let out a small sigh.
As expected, the monkeys perish quickly, and I’m forced to move several corpses off the path before going back to the others.
“They’re dead. Let’s keep moving.”
We quickly reach the spot where the corpses litter the sides of the path, and the noble glances around.
“How did you know these monsters were here?”
I distinctly see the princess’ head turn to me, a curious look on her face.
“I just have keen senses.”
They don’t push any further, although I can tell they don’t quite accept my answer.
The rest of the journey down the path is peaceful, and before long, we step out onto a proper road, used by travelers and merchants.
“That wasn’t so bad,” one of the workmen says.
“Yeah,” the other replies. “Can’t believe we’re almost to safety.”
“The village is that way.” I point down the stretch of road that leads westward. “Should only take an hour or so to reach it since we’re moving quicker than I expected.”
“Will we be getting horses once we reach the village?” the princess asks as we begin walking down the road.
“No.” I keep my eyes forward as I respond.
“No? We could move much more quickly on horseback, could we not?”
“I don’t know how to ride a horse.”
“Truly? W-well, I guess there’s no helping it, then.”
“You’re an adventurer, right?” the noble asks. “Doesn’t the lack of equestrian skills hamper your job prospects?”
“Not really,” I say with a thoughtless tone.
“Perhaps you can pair up with one of us for the next leg of the journey.”
“No need. Once we reach the village, we’re parting ways. What you do from there is up to you.”
“I-I see.” There’s a bit of anxiety in his tone.
We continue on in silence, which is exactly what I want. With the relative safety that comes with being on an actual road, I return my focus to my [Minimap].
Two green dots now. One for the princess, and one for Miri. But it’d be nice to be able to differentiate between the two.
As I focus on one of the green dots, a menu appears next to it. A list of options is available, including the ability to add the person’s name. I activate the option, and the name “Lumina” appears above one of the green dots.
Another option allows me to tag the person, although I’m not sure what it means. I activate the option for Lumina’s dot, but nothing seems to happen.
I move on to the next feature, which lets me add notes to the person.
So, I can add information about people that I can reference later. I guess if I run across someone that may be important, I can activate their name and add any notes about them. That way, they’ll stick out on my map anytime they’re nearby.
Seems there’s quite a few hidden features on this [Minimap]. A typical map in games will have a zoom function, as well.
As soon as I begin looking for a way to zoom the map, a slider appears next to it. I move the slider and sure enough, it begins to zoom out.
Alright! Now we’re talking. I was a little disappointed in it at first because [Sense Mana] fulfills a similar role, but with all these features, this [Minimap] will definitely come in handy.
I continue messing with my new Heroic skill as we walk down the road at a moderate pace.
----- Lumina -----
 
He hates me, doesn’t he?
I sneak another peek at Sir Locke’s face as we walk in silence. I’m a step behind him, making it difficult to get a clear look, but he seems focused on something, despite there being nothing of note when I trace the path of his eyes.
I can’t blame him for it, considering everything he’s been through.
Father sentenced him to death—a very painful one. A grudge like that won’t disappear so easily.
Even after he escaped, the Orakian Kingdom has hounded him, seeking his life. I can only imagine how much he’s struggled these past few months.
Despite my burning desire to meet him, now that I’m here, I can’t find the words I wanted to say. Fear of being rejected by him causes me to hesitate each time I attempt to open my mouth.
Even when I try to initiate a casual conversation, he only responds with a few, curt words, as if annoyed by my attempts to engage in discourse.
His tone of voice conveys his feelings more clearly than any words could. He’d rather rid himself of me quickly and continue his journey.
Despite his attitude, he stays true to his word to bring me to safety. However, what I sought on this journey was not for him to protect me but to protect this world.
How can I get him to open up? Should I apologize on Father’s behalf and seek his forgiveness?
An apology is often the first step in repairing a broken relationship. With no other course of action available to me, I decide to bide my time and wait for a good opportunity.
After we part ways with the others, I will open my heart to him.
My stomach begins to churn with anxiety as I imagine a scene where I spill my feelings to Sir Locke only for him to reject me.
This is so much harder than I first imagined…
The rest of the journey toward the village continues in relative quiet as we follow Sir Locke’s lead.
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Chapter 6: Second in Command

----- Laya -----
 
“She’s good!” Belle says as she looks back at the princess’ attendant.
I’ve already cast [Scry] on her, so I know her name is Elise de Valeria. She’s a level 33 human—a frighteningly high level, especially considering she’s the same age as Belle: 16.
Although Elise can only use [Air Step] for a short while compared to us, she’s managed to keep pace much better than the other guards, who have fallen far behind.
I take a peek at Elise. “Yes, she’s quite good, but we need to slow down a bit more.”
We’ve made sure to allow her to stay close enough to keep chasing as we leap from one rooftop to the next but far enough to prevent her from launching any attacks against us.
“Master trained you really well, Laya!” Alisha says, the excitement of the cat-and-mouse game evident on her face.
“Of course. It’s Lutz, after all.”
When we slow down, Elise shouts at us. “I’ll have you tell me everything you know when I catch you!”
“My, how scary,” Belle says with a smile.
“Scary, scary!” Alisha mimics her.
“Mmm. She’s dedicated.”
After the princess disappeared, Elise became desperate for answers.
No doubt her actions are motivated by fear. It doesn’t seem like her desperation comes simply from a sense of duty. She must care deeply for the princess.
That same fear gripped my heart for a brief moment when Lutz vanished, but after calming down, I realized that if anyone can be forcefully teleported to an unknown location and return unharmed, it’s Lutz.
I wouldn’t be surprised if he came walking back into the city soon with the princess safely in tow, so I pushed my worry aside and began to pursue the cloaked figure that cast the [Teleport] spell on the princess.
“There!” Belle points to a man walking on the road below.
There’s nothing special about him. He’s wearing clothes typical for a citizen of this city while he strolls casually down the street.
You can’t fool us. We memorized your mana signal the moment you cast the [Teleport] spell that took Lutz away.
“Head there.” I point to a particularly large rooftop a short distance away. “I’ll meet up with you shortly.”
“Will do, captain!” Belle responds.
For the first time since our little chase began, we split up. I see a bit of hesitation on Elise’s face as she decides who to follow, but in the end, she chooses me.
Guess she considers me the leader of the three since I’m the only one who’s spoken to her since Lutz disappeared.
I leap toward the ground on a series of translucent steps until I land behind my target. The people around the street begin to stir and point, causing the man to turn to me.
He’s met with the sight of my chain sickle as I activate [Dominion] and use the ten-foot length of chain to bind him, wrapping it around his arms and legs.
“W-what the hell!?” he yells.
I ignore his confusion and lift him as I activate [Air Step] once again and leap back to the rooftops. As usual, I have no problem lifting the weight, despite my petite frame, thanks to my high level and enchanted equipment.
“Let me go!” He struggles against the chains, which only causes them to tighten, like a boa constricting its prey.
I quickly arrive on the rooftop with Belle and Alisha, and I throw the man onto the tile at their feet.
“We’ve got a lot of things we want to ask you,” Belle says, a serious look on her face.
“Hey, hey—what did you do with Master?” Alisha’s playful voice is contrasted by the predatory smile on her lips, punctuated by her sharp fangs.
“You better have the answers we want to hear.” I peer down on him, my eyes sharp and intense.
Fear covers the man’s face as he looks up at us while lying on his back at our feet.
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Before he can respond, Elise lands on the rooftop. She comes to a stop a short distance away, her sword drawn. The other girls and I turn to her, while the man stares between the four of us.
“You think taking a civilian hostage will save you?” Her words are filled with venom.
“Civilian?” I ask. “Are you sure about that?”
“What do you mean?”
“You.” I turn to the man. “Do you want to confess?”
“I-I haven’t done anything wrong!” He looks toward Elise. “Please save me!”
Elise’s face hardens as she watches the man plea for help.
“Belle.” When I say her name, she lifts the man to his feet. “What do you think he has in his coat pocket?”
Although it’s slight, enchanted equipment does give off a mana signal. Thanks to that, I can feel the presence of a rather powerful item in the man’s coat.
“How should I know?” Elise responds.
I turn to the now pale-faced man and nod to Belle. She reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small, wooden wand and hands it to me.
“I wonder what magic spell is enchanted onto this wand.” I twirl it in my hands, then look to Elise and toss it in her direction.
She releases one hand from the hilt of her sword and catches it. Several guardsmen arrive as she inspects the artifact, and I feel her mana begin flowing through the wand. Shortly after, her eyes go wide.
“You…!” she screams at the man. “What have you done!?”
I unbind him, and Belle gives the man a shove, sending him tumbling toward Elise. She moves quickly, and in the blink of an eye, he’s on the ground once again, surrounded by the princess’ guards.
“Where’s the princess!?” Elise yells.
“I-I don’t know! I was just supposed to cast it on her! I don’t know where it sent her!”
Elise picks him up by the collar and places the sword against his neck. “Tell me everything you know.”
“I only did what my boss told me!”
“Who!? Who’s your boss!?” A trickle of blood flows down the man’s neck as Elise’s sword digs into his skin.
“He’s one of the leaders in Antara’s black market! He’s a smuggler everyone calls Shade!”
“Where is he?”
“I—I don’t know.” The trickle of blood turns into a small stream. “I swear!”
Elise turns to the guardsmen and nods. Two of them leap away and disappear to the street below.
“Take him to the carriage.” Several more guardsmen surround the man and bind him before dragging him away.
Elise turns toward us and bows deeply. “My apologies for my rude behavior.”
“No problem,” I respond.
“Yeah,” Belle adds. “It was a hectic turn of events, so it’s not your fault.”
A shadow falls over Elise’s face. “That’s no excuse. I lost control at the worst possible time.”
“No worries!” Alisha says. “Everything will be okay!”
“The princess has powerful magic, but she lacks training,” Elise says in a grim tone.
“That doesn’t matter. Master’s with her!”
“Aren’t you his slaves? Why do you have such faith in him?”
“Easy,” Belle responds. “He saved us.”
“Mmm. We’ve been through worse than this together.”
“I see. So Princess Lumina was right all along. I was a fool to have doubted her.” Elise shakes her head, then lifts her sword, looking at its red-stained tip.
“To think I stood in his way while he moved to protect Princess Lumina. How shameful.” She sheaths her blade. “But enough of that. Thank you for your help. I’ll take it from here.”
“Not so fast,” Belle says just as Elise turns to leave. “We’ve got a stake in this too, you know?”
“Yes,” I add. “We’re both aiming for the same goal.”
Elise looks at us. “What are you suggesting?”
“That we work together, obviously!” Belle says.
“I—I think that’s what Princess Lumina would want.”
“Then it’s settled,” I say. “We still have a couple hours before noon, so let’s see what we can find on this Shade guy.”
“Already on it. My men excel at their job. They should bring us some useful information before long.”
“What are you going to do, then?”
“I’m going to meet with Marquis Frans, the lord of this province. Finding Shade shouldn’t be a problem with his help.”
“We can’t exactly waltz into a high noble’s estate,” Belle says.
“Mmm. We’ll meet up with you after we do our own investigation.”
“Understood. Until then, stay safe.”
Elise departs, along with the last of the guardsmen, leaving the three of us alone on the rooftop.
“Should we have let that man go so quickly?” Belle asks. “He might have known more.”
“Yeah. We need to find Master quick.”
“I understand how you feel, but I’ve heard enough to begin our search.”
“Really?” Belle looks surprised.
“Yes. We’re near the city’s southern wall, and that man was walking to the south. He must have been planning to meet up with someone after completing his mission.”
“So, you think wherever he was planning to go is somewhere between here and the southern wall? If that’s true, then it narrows down the area we need to search by a lot.”
“Laya’s so smart!” As usual, Alisha is quick to throw out compliments.
“Let’s go. We can’t just rely on Elise to lead us to Shade.”
We descend to the ground and begin walking south down the same street the man was on when I abducted him.
“Activate [Sense Mana] and use it to search for anything unusual, like a strong signal or a group of people underground.”
“Will do,” Belle responds.
“What about me?” Alisha points to herself.
“Use your superior senses to keep an eye and ear out for anyone you think may be a criminal.”
[Sense Mana] is extremely useful, but it can really only do one thing—pick up on sources of energy. There’s no guarantee that the group we’re looking for will stand out to us simply by their mana alone.
The road we’re on is small and lined with garbage. It’s far from pleasant, and three young girls walking alone attract quite a bit of attention, but I ignore the wandering eyes as I lead Alisha and Belle closer to the southern wall.
We pass by several questionable-looking establishments, but none of them have any peculiar mana signatures. Soon, the road splits, forcing us to choose a path.
“Which way?” Belle asks as I contemplate my decision.
“We’ll need to—”
“Criminals!” Alisha says, cutting me off.
I follow her eyes and see three men walking our direction, their eyes focused on us.
“Weak,” I say after focusing on their pitiful mana presences.
“But they might know something,” Belle adds.
“Yes. Let’s hear them out.” My eyes sharpen as the men draw near. “Humans who fear for their lives often say interesting things, after all.”
“Hey, girls,” one of the men says when they get within speaking distance.
“Are you lost?” another adds.
“Don’t worry,” the third says. “We know this area well. If you follow us, we’ll make sure you get home safely.”
Their revolting smiles give away their obvious intentions, and I see Belle’s face fill with disgust as she looks at the men.
“This is a good opportunity,” I say to Alisha and Belle telepathically. “Let’s follow them and see where we end up.”
“Ugh, I hate the look on their faces … but you’re right.”
“Let’s do it!”
“Are you sure?” I say to the men in an innocent voice. “We don’t want to bother you.”
“Oh, it’s no bother. We love to help people out, right guys?” The others nod in response.
“Then, please take care of us.”
“Hah, no problem! C’mon, it’s dangerous here, so follow me.”
The men turn and take the road that splits off to the left, and we follow a few steps behind. I respond to their small talk as they pretend to care about our well-being, and soon, they step off the road and into an alleyway. After walking a short distance, they take a small set of stairs that leads down to a door.
“You feel that, Belle?”
“Yeah, a group of people are gathered inside. None of them are strong, though.”
“Yes, but be prepared, just in case. They may have an artifact.”
“Okay.”
Although artifacts can be sensed by their mana, their presences can be masked when in close proximity of other mana sources—especially if the artifact lacks strength. However, even a weak artifact can be dangerous, depending on which spell is embedded within it.
The men knock on the door, and a few seconds later, it opens, revealing a large, scowling man. The large man’s eyes fall on us, and a smile forms on his face.
“Come on in.”
We do as instructed, stepping fearlessly into the building. Five more men sit inside, and the smell of alcohol fills my nose.
“We brought a gift, boss!” one of the men who led us here says.
“So you do have a use, huh?” the boss responds as he looks us over.
“I told you we’d prove ourselves! Can we get the tattoo now?”
“Fine, but from now on you follow my orders. Got it?”
“Sure thing, boss!”
The three men snicker, having accomplished whatever pitiful goal they set out to achieve.
Meanwhile, a wary look appears in their boss’ eyes. “You girls—do you understand where you are?”
“Mmm. In a den of criminals.”
“Then why do you look so relaxed?” He slowly moves his hand to the hilt of his sword.
So, he’s not as dumb as he looks.
“Simple,” I say without concern. “We’re not in any danger.”
Five blades of wind appear from around me, each tracing a path to the men nearest to us. They barely even have time to realize what’s happening before they’re cut down. Belle’s [Fireball] explodes at the same time, killing two men sitting nearby, leaving just the boss and one other.
Alisha’s already engaging their leader, a playful smile on her face as she toys with her prey. The other man attempts to flee during the commotion, but my chain sickle finds him before he can take more than a few steps.
Realizing he can’t win, the boss drops his sword and throws his hands up. “Wait! Please spare me!”
Alisha’s sword is pressed against his neck. “If you tell us where Master is, I’ll let you go!”
“W-who?”
“Of course he doesn’t know, Alisha,” Belle says as she and I step forward.
“Aww. I want to see him soon.”
“We need information,” I say to the man.
“Sure, sure! Anything!”
“We’re looking for a man called Shade.”
His eyes widen when he hears the name. “T—that’s…”
“Are we done with him, then?” Alisha begins pressing the sword into the man’s neck.
“No, wait! I’ll tell you!” He breathes a sigh of relief as Alisha lessens the pressure. “He owns a gambling den on a nearby street. He spends a lot of time there, so if you stake it out, you should find him eventually.”
The man gives us a set of simple instructions on how to find the gambling hall.
“I see. And what does he look like?”
“Short, black hair. A scar under his left eye. Usually wears a black cloak.”
“You’ve been very useful to us,” I say.
“Y-you’ll let me go, right?”
Lutz often scares people, drawing out the information he needs. When he makes a promise to release them in exchange for that information, he always lives up to his word. Although, he often makes sure that their freedom is short-lived.
I look at Belle. “What would Lutz do in this situation?”
“He’d release him, without a doubt.”
The man begins to relax after hearing us speak about letting him go.
“I agree. That honesty of his is admirable.” I look back at the man. “Unfortunately, I’m not quite so forgiving.”
Belle nods. “He sure is a handful, isn’t he? Going the extra mile to keep his word. It’d be much simpler to just finish them quickly.”
“Yeah, yeah! Let’s finish him!” Alisha reveals her fangs as the smile on her face deepens.
“B-but you said…!”
“It doesn’t matter what we did or didn’t say. You die here.”
I nod to Alisha and her sword flashes, sending the man’s head flying. We turn without care, step outside, and begin making our way toward Elise.
----- Elise -----
 
After leaving Sir Locke’s companions behind, my men and I descend to street-level and begin the walk back to the carriage.
“Apologies for losing my composure,” I say to my men.
“No need to apologize, Lady Elise. We understand.”
I look to the captain of the guard squad, Natan, and give him a firm nod. “Thank you, but I still put on a shameful display. However, I swear that I’ll make up for my mistake, even at the cost of my life.”
I’ll find the one responsible and show him the foolishness of making me his adversary.
Natan chuckles. “Yeah, I figured you’d say that.”
“Just go easy on us, alright?” another man adds.
“Not a chance.” I respond without even looking in his direction.
“Ugh. Captain, can you please talk some sense into Lady Elise?”
“It’d be easier to tame a Berserker than to seek a reprieve from her.”
The guard sighs loudly in an exaggerated display of resignation. “Guess I’ll just have to endure…”
Natan gives him a hardy slap on the back. “That’s the spirit!”
The men’s carefree conversation lifts my mood a bit, for which I’m grateful.
Not long after, I spot the rest of my men standing watch over the carriage. Kneeling between two of the guards is that vile man—the criminal who cast the [Teleport] spell that sent Princess Lumina to some unknown destination.
My men salute as I approach, and I nod in response, ignoring the criminal’s presence entirely as I continue past them toward the head of the carriage.
“Let’s move,” I say to the coachman.
The carriage wheels begin to turn, following my lead as my men and I walk a short distance ahead of it, clearing a path through the increasingly busy streets.
Now that they’re back on duty, my men are silent as they keep an observant eye out for anything suspicious.
What’s their goal? To hold Princess Lumina ransom? Or could it be me that they’re after?
The Valeria family has often found itself the target of powerful noble families due to our tendency to snoop into their affairs. Although I’m no longer under the direct control of my father thanks to my position as Princess Lumina’s attendant, I’m still seen as a threat by those nobles.
No, it’s precisely because of my close ties to the royal family that they would feel the need to rid themselves of me. Perhaps they believe I’m merely using my position to grow my family’s influence.
To those who only see the world as a battleground to fight for control, it makes sense to interpret my actions as a hostile attempt to encroach upon their family’s power.
Could it be they teleported Princess Lumina away to prevent her from being caught up in some upcoming attempt to slay me and my men?
It’s not a particularly strong theory, but I have to keep every possibility in mind. As I continue to consider our situation, we reach the gates of Marquis Frans’ estate.
“Halt,” one of the guards orders. “Who’s your charge, and what’s your business here?”
The guard speaks to Natan, assuming him to be the one commanding the squadron. So, I step forward, bringing the guard’s eyes to me.
“We’re here to meet with Marquis Frans on matters of utmost urgency.” I pull a document out from beneath my uniform. “Deliver this to your lord.”
I hand King Edgar’s signed order to the man. He gives it a quick glance, then hands it off to a younger guard, who heads toward the manor.
Without Princess Lumina here in person, we have no choice but to follow protocol. Fortunately, King Edgar had the foresight to give his daughter a document that I can use to prove my words.
Thanks to that, the young guard soon comes running out of the manor’s doors in a rush. “Open the gate!” he yells as he runs.
The guards sense the urgency in his voice and quickly open the path, allowing us inside. Two servants appear from within the estate, with one directing the carriage to the stables, along with most of my guards, while the other greets me as I stand beside a couple guards of my choosing, along with our prisoner.
“This one needs to be locked up.” I nod toward the criminal.
“Ah. Understood.” The servant waves over one of the marquis’ guards, and he takes the man to a small building located at the southern edge of the estate grounds.
“Follow me, if you please,” the servant says before leading us inside the manor.
Rather than taking us to a waiting room, he brings us straight to his lord, Marquis Frans and knocks on his door.
“Enter,” the marquis says from inside the room.
The room is as I expected from a high noble. The furnishings are luxurious and stylish, with several well-kept potted plants bringing the essence of nature into the room.
Normally, I’d stay standing a step behind Princess Lumina, with her sitting in the soft chair placed directly across from Marquis Frans, but that’s not possible this time, so I take the seat for myself.
“Pardon, but where is Princess Lumina?” His eyes fall onto King Edgar’s signed order that’s still lying on top of his desk, as if to confirm his initial expectations.
“That’s why I’m here. There’s been a problem.”
“A problem? Has the princess fallen ill?”
“No. Princess Lumina … has been abducted.”
Marquis Frans’ eyes go wide as he takes in my words. “Abducted!? Where and by whom!?”
“I apprehended the culprit, but unfortunately, the abduction was performed by forcefully teleporting her to an unknown location. Even the caster claims to not know the spell’s destination.”
“H-how can this be…! Please, tell me everything you’ve managed to find. I swear to help in any way I can!”
“Thank you, Marquis Frans. We need to interrogate the prisoner for more information, but I’ve managed to gain a valuable lead already. It seems the one who ordered the abduction was a smuggler known as Shade.”
Marquis Frans’ face pales at my words, and he seems to hesitate to respond.
Hmm? That look…
“W-well, worry not, we will have the man you captured tell us everything he knows!”
“Do you have a mage capable of creating a slave seal?”
“My apologies, but I do not. However, I can summon one from the city in haste.”
“Please do, but we don’t have time to wait for them to arrive. We’ll have to begin without him.” I stand up, signaling to Marquis Frans that I’d like to get started right away.
“These kinds of interrogations can get rather … brutal. Perhaps you’d like to rest while my men take care of it?”
“No, I’m fine.”
“R-right. Then, there’s no problem if you want to participate.”
There’s no time to waste, so I take my leave as he gathers his men to begin the interrogation. Natan and my other guard are waiting outside for me, and we begin walking down the hallway by ourselves.
“Investigate Marquis Frans,” I whisper to Natan, even as I keep my eyes forward.
“Understood,” Natan whispers back.
Surely he can’t be involved, but that reaction when he heard Shade’s name… Yes, he’s hiding something—but what?
We step outside the manor and wait patiently for Marquis Frans to finish his preparations.

Interlude 2
----- Collette -----
 
The darkness is so absolute that it’s impossible to know whether my eyes are even open. The only sensation that remains is the sickening lurch that accompanies every use of the [Teleport] spell.
Just me and my muddled thoughts. That’s all that exists in this mysterious space.
An unknown amount of time passes before I feel my body being pulled toward my destination. Suddenly, my senses return, and I find myself standing in the center of an intricate circle, surrounded by guards.
Cedric and Rolf stand beside me, and together, we step toward the heavy door that leads outside. The guards open it before we reach it, and we’re met with the light of the mid-day sun.
“It’s about time,” Cedric says. “That damn prince has become quite bold lately, thinking he can command us.”
“You know the plan, Cedric,” I say sternly. “Don’t mess it up for us.”
“Hmph.” Rolf snorts, obviously displeased at being beholden to a noble’s schemes.
“I know. I’ll follow through, even if I don’t like it.”
You better. If you cross Duke Bradley, even your title of Great Hero won’t save you from his wrath.
I cover the shiver that courses through my body as I recall that night—the night he showed me the truth.
These two fools have no idea. If they knew, they’d devote everything to Duke Bradley, as I have.
The teleportation circle is housed in a secluded building beyond the castle walls to prevent a breach in case an enemy obtains control of the circle on the other end.
Because of that, we’re forced to make the short trek through the gates in the castle’s protective wall, then into the city that lays beyond.
None of us make a stop by the castle to report to the king. The time to play by his rules is long gone.
“Don’t forget the meeting tonight,” I remind the other two.
“Yeah, yeah.” Cedric’s annoyed voice grates on my ears.
Rolf merely gives a wave of his hand, then turns, disappearing into a nearby alley.
“Useless,” Cedric spits out. “He could put in a bit more effort. All he cares about is his hunts.”
“Are you one to speak? You spend all your time at that church, giving those ridiculous speeches. Don’t you ever get tired of the believers fawning over you every day?”
“Huh? Why would I get tired of it? As usual, you just don’t understand your role as a hero, Collette.”
No, Cedric. How wrong you are. I understand—far more than you.
“Well, just don’t be late again. We have a special guest coming to our meeting tonight, and we’d like to set a good example for him.”
“I know, okay!? You don’t have to keep repeating yourself!”
“Don’t snap at me, Cedric. It’s your own fault.”
He lets out an annoyed grunt, then hastens his steps, signaling an end to our conversation.
I continue at a moderate pace, waving to the townspeople as I pass by them. Several groups approach, telling me how much they appreciate our hard work in battling Chaos, and I play the role I’ve been given, pretending to care about their feelings as I continue toward my destination.
Not long after, Duke Bradley’s estate comes into view. The gate opens as I approach, and the servant standing watch escorts me inside.
He leads me directly to Duke Bradley’s private chambers, and I take a seat on a luxurious chair as I wait for him to finish writing on the parchment in front of him.
“Collette,” he says as he lays down his quill. “It’s good to finally see you again.”
“Yes, it’s been far too long, Duke Bradley. Prince Rhys has been reluctant to place a teleportation circle during our march.”
“So I’ve heard. No matter. The plan is still intact. I managed to accomplish most of my goals. It will be enough to finally make our move.”
“I’m glad to hear that. I assume our guest is still scheduled to make his appearance?”
“Yes. He was thrilled when I informed him of your return. He should arrive in three hours’ time.”
A servant appears with refreshments, and I gladly accept. The rations provided to us on the battlefield are of high quality, but nothing can compare to the delicacy available at the manor of the Orakian Kingdom’s most powerful noble.
I wait for the servant to depart before speaking again. “At this rate, the other two heroes will become a hinderance. Are you certain that it’s wise to leave them in the dark?
Duke Bradley sits back in his chair, looking thoughtful. “Perhaps Rolf can handle it, but I fear knowing the truth will be too powerful a blow to Cedric’s pride.”
I sigh in understanding. “That fool believes this world revolves around him. He even considers himself the leader of the Great Heroes—for all the good that’s worth.” I spit out the last part of my words.
“Come now. There’s plenty of meaning in being chosen. You’ve obtained the status you always dreamed of because of it, haven’t you?”
But at what cost?
“That’s true. I suppose I should be happy about that.” I respond as he expects, burying my thoughts. “I think I’d like a nice, long bath. Call for me when it’s time.”
Duke Bradley nods, and I leave the room. After soaking my body in a nearly scalding tub of water, I head to the room that has essentially become my own.
I lay in the large, soft bed and stare up at the ceiling above, lost in thought. Yet, no matter how many times I think, I can only come to one conclusion.
Duke Bradley is right. This is the only path available to us.
I give up my contemplation and drift off to sleep as I continue to lay atop the bed.
After an unknown amount of time, there’s a soft knock on my door. “Lady Collette, Duke Bradley has called for you.”
I sit up, still a bit drowsy, and swing my feet over the edge of the bed before standing. With poise and elegance, I step into the hall and make my way toward the meeting room. When I enter, I see that Rolf has already arrived. Of course, Cedric is nowhere to be seen, as usual.
Is he going to show up late again? How many times do I have to warn him?
I put that fool out of my mind as I take a seat at the long, oval table, directly across from Rolf. Duke Bradley sits at its head, waiting for everyone to assemble, and it’s not long before there’s a knock.
“My Lord, your guest has arrived.”
“Send him in.”
The door opens and standing in the hall is a young man—barely more than a boy. He steps into the room with a mix of confidence and anxiety.
Our eyes meet, and a smile forms on his lips. “Lady Collette. It’s good to see you again.”
“The pleasure is mine, Prince Lyle. Please, take a seat.” I motion to the chair beside my own and he eagerly walks over and sits in it.
How pitiful. This kid is playing games far outside his capacity. He should have listened to his father when he was warned to stay away from us.
Prince Lyle’s eyes continue to fall upon me, showing obvious infatuation.
Stop looking at me like that. I have no interest in children like you.
Despite my thoughts, I continue to humor him as he desperately engages me in discourse, attempting to win my favor while we wait for Cedric to arrive.
As he continues to speak about matters of which I have no concern, I look at my hands resting atop the table and tune Prince Lyle out as I secretly cast a spell.
Information appears before me, covering a large portion of my vision. I ignore most of it and bring my eyes down to the bottom of the box of text.
Listed within the section labeled Unique Skills are two abilities, but as usual, only one of them is of interest to me. It’s a skill all three of the Great Heroes share—one that must be hidden from the world at all costs.
This isn’t how it was supposed to be. Oh, Goddess. Have you truly abandoned this world?




Chapter 7: Parting Ways

----- Lumina -----
 
After nearly an hour of walking, we finally arrive at the village. There’s a sturdy fence surrounding the town, but the gate is open, and there are no guards, so we walk right in.
I look around the small town. “Are villages normally this dilapidated?”
Many of the wooden buildings are covered in moss, with broken shutters on their windows. The thatched roofs appear to be far past their prime, with obvious, crude patchwork to fix leaks.
Sir Locke shakes his head. “No—at least, not without good reason.”
“The town I lived in was poor,” Miri says, “but even we didn’t let things get this bad.”
I feel a bit of concern for these people’s poor living conditions. “Could there be a problem in this village? Maybe we should ask around.”
“Tch. I don’t have time to play hero here. I need to get back to Laya and the others soon.”
“You’re right. My apologies…”
Despite his harsh words, Sir Locke seems to hesitate as he looks around. “Guess I do need to make sure Miri and the others will be safe when we leave. Follow me.”
He leads us to a relatively large building and pushes open the double doors before leading us inside. The only patrons are a group of five, sitting at one of the tables within. Mugs of alcohol sit in front of the men, and a serving girl walks between them, topping them off.
A man stands behind a counter in the back, cleaning his work area. His eyes fall on us, and I see a mixture of concern and desperation in his eyes as Sir Locke walks up to him.
“Got a question for you.”
Miri attempts to hide herself behind me as the rather rowdy atmosphere suddenly quiets down and the men turn to look at our group. However, she’s nearly a foot taller than me, so the effort is mostly in vain.
“You’re a little young to be drinking, son. Perhaps you and your companions should move along. Nothing much happens in this little town.” He looks toward me and Miri as he speaks, then to the group of men sitting at the table.
“Don’t worry about us. I was just wondering why this town is in such bad shape.”
“Ah, well, times are rough these days what with the war against Chaos and all.”
“Sure, but that doesn’t answer my question. No other village I’ve seen is this bad unless there’s a reason, like a nearby monster infestation.”
He begins to look nervous, and I hear several chairs skidding along the wooden floor. I turn to the five men who are now standing as they look in our direction.
“You’re asking some dangerous questions, kid,” one of the men says.
“Hey, aren’t those our prisoners? What are they doing here?” another adds.
“You’re right. We’ll be taking back what belongs to us. You and your girlie friend are coming, too.” He smiles as he looks at me.
As soon as the final word leaves his mouth, four blades of wind fly past him, narrowly avoiding slicing his body in half. He looks back, where his buddies stood, and is met with the sight of four corpses.
“W-What the hell!?”
“You said some very interesting things just now.” Sir Locke begins walking in his direction.
The man takes a step back but bumps into the table behind him. As he stares at Sir Locke in fear, a spear appears, the tip resting against his chest.
“I’ve got a question for you, too.”
He gulps. “I-I don’t know—”
“Your boss is dead,” Sir Locke interrupts him. “How else would I have the people he held prisoner? If you don’t want to end up like him, then I suggest you do as I say.”
He looks at the former prisoners, and the defiance in his eyes fades, replaced by resignation. “A-alright. You’ll let me live, right?”
“I always keep to my word.”
Doubt covers his face, but he nods, knowing he has no choice.
“Then,” Sir Locke continues, “we’re going to make a trip through town and you’re going to point out every single one of your former friends to me so I can end their lives. Not a bad deal, I’d say. Their lives in exchange for your own. What do you say?”
“I-I’ll do it!”
“Good, then let’s get started quickly. I don’t like to waste time.”
Sir Locke prods the man with the spear, and he leaves the tavern. As we walk down the road, he points at people and buildings. Each time he points, Sir Locke captures the targets and interrogates them to ensure that they’re members of the bandit group before executing them.
As we move through the street, townspeople emerge from their residences, curious about what’s causing all the commotion. They’re wary, peeking from windows and doorways, but the tavern owner follows us, informing them of our intent.
They gather into a small mob, trailing us as Sir Locke continues to clean out the infestation from their village, until we arrive at the other end of town.
“That’s all of them, I think.” The man looks prepared for death.
To his surprise, Sir Locke lowers his spear. “Good job. You’re free to go.”
Of course, his weapon has been confiscated, so he has to survive on his own without a way to defend himself.
“R-really?” He backs away slowly. After taking several steps, he turns to run but immediately bumps into the tavern owner.
“Where do you think you’re going?” He and several other men block the bandit’s path.
“That guy said he’d let me go, so move!”
“I kept my word, as I said I would.” A smirk falls on Sir Locke’s face. “But I didn’t say anything about the townspeople you’ve been tormenting.”
“N-no…!” he yells as the men close in.
I watch as they begin to beat him to release their pent-up hatred.
“T-this is hard to watch,” I say.
“I agree.” He responds to me softly but then raises his voice so the others can hear. “If you’re going to kill him, do it quickly.”
He tosses the tavern owner the sword he took from the man, and although they aren’t content with their revenge, they do as instructed. With a single swing, the man’s head is separated from his body, putting an end to this town’s misery.
I watch as Sir Locke speaks to the townspeople after cleaning out the bandits that were infesting the village.
“Amazing. He solved it so easily and decisively.”
“Yeah,” Miri responds. “He really is a hero.”
I look to the young woman and see her staring at Sir Locke, her eyes filled with admiration.
No, I’ve seen that look before. It’s the same look people have when they’re worshipping the Goddess. It’s as if she reveres him.
Whose voice did I hear back in that dirty cell? Was it truly…
I think back to the time when Sir Locke stood over Miri’s broken body. He seemed to be concentrating, as if casting a complicated spell, and as I watched him, a soft voice resounded in my head.
“Thank you,” it said. The feminine voice filled me with a sense of peace, as if I were standing in a grassy meadow on a cool spring morning.
Before I could think upon what I heard, Sir Locke suddenly opened his eyes and began to collapse.
If my instincts are correct, then we humans have made a terrible mistake…
“What do you think of him?” I ask Miri a vague question.
“I owe Sir Locke my life—no, my destiny.”
“Destiny?”
“Yeah. I know what I need to do now.”
Miri’s words don’t clear up my confusion, but I don’t press her to continue.
Sir Locke returns to us, with the tavern owner by his side. “He’s agreed to help us out as thanks for getting rid of the bandits.”
“I hear you folks are lost. You ended up in a troublesome town, for which I’m grateful.” He takes a look at the bandit’s decapitated body.
“Yes, we lost our way,” I respond. “We’re trying to get to the city of Antara.”
“That so? Well, you’re about three days’ walk from Antara. If you head down the eastern road, you’ll run into a major highway. Turn north from there and keep walking until you reach Antara.”
“Three days? That’s a bit far.” I turn to Sir Locke who seems to be contemplating something.
Surely Elise must be frantically searching for me. I hope she doesn’t do anything rash in the process…
“Does this village have any steeds?” the noble asks.
“We used to, before those bandits arrived. They took them, along with anything else of value.”
“Seems we may be traveling together after all, Sir Locke. I’ll be heading east, as well.”
“No, you’ll just slow me down. I don’t have time to escort you.”
“What about the young lady? Will you be leaving her behind, as well?”
“She’s coming with me.”
“Surely I can at least keep pace with her, and if you slow yourself to match her speed, why can’t I join?”
“We’ll be leaving shortly, so you’ll find out why.” He turns from the noble, indicating that the conversation is over.
Eh? What’s his plan exactly? Does he expect me to run the entire distance?
The noble concedes, although his face shows obvious signs of anxiety, probably due to having to make a long journey without guards.
Yes, I understand his feelings. If I had to make the trek alone, I would be mortified.
Not only was he recently abducted, but there could still be some remnants of the bandit group roaming nearby. On top of that, monsters have been an increasing threat, since most of the soldiers are at the frontlines of the war, fighting Chaos.
As I contemplate how I may be able to help, Sir Locke tosses a pouch at the noble.
“Here. Use this.” He tosses two more pouches toward the workmen, one at Miri, and one at the tavern owner.
“T-there’s gold in here!” one of the workmen yells.
“And so much silver!” the other adds.
“This town doesn’t have much to offer, but you can at least buy some food and other basic supplies. Also, I suspect the villagers here may want to make a trip to the city in order to restock their stores.” He turns to the tavern owner, whose eyes have gone wide as he looks at the pouch of gold and silver in his hands.
“I’m sure whoever makes the trip to the city would be happy to escort you—for a fee of course,” Sir Locke continues.
Those coins—aren’t they the ones he took from the bandit’s hideout?
That money was stolen from the bandit’s victims or given as payment for their vile deeds. I was disappointed when I saw Sir Locke pocket it with a smile on his face.
I thought he was simply being greedy. I didn’t suspect that he would use the coins in this fashion.
“The bandits have a hideout, as well,” Sir Locke says. “I don’t know if there’s anything of value in it, but there’s a chance you may find something to help you rebuild the village.”
He tells the townspeople how to reach the bandit’s hideout, and several of them begin making plans to journey there in search of supplies and valuables.
Isn’t this what I always dreamt of? Traveling with a hero, helping desperate people?
Then why do I feel so conflicted?
Ever since I was a little girl, I imagined a future where I helped the heroes—journeyed with them as we rid the world of monsters and evil.
I see. So that’s it, huh?
In those fantasies, I worked with the heroes, side by side. We relied on each other, and together, we solved the world’s problems.
Can I consider my actions as helpful to Sir Locke? Or have I just been causing him trouble…?
Not only was I abducted, forcing him to save me, but I’ve been nothing but a burden to him ever since.
I’ve truly been a naïve child, haven’t I? If I think about it clearly, then it’s obvious—I don’t have the strength to stand beside a true hero.
The realization saddens me, but I push my emotions aside as Sir Locke turns in my direction.
“Ready?”
“Y-yes.”
“What are you going to do?” he asks Miri.
The young woman looks fearfully at the nearby men as they begin to solidify their plans.
Her ordeal must have left some truly deep scars. Yet, she doesn’t show a hint of fear around Sir Locke. Perhaps she can come with us…?
Miri turns back to us as I watch on in concern. She puts on a brave face, but her fears are obvious. “I’m going with the others to Antara. After that, I’m going on a journey.”
“A journey? Where to?”
“That’s a secret.” Miri let’s out a small, genuine laugh as she stares into Sir Locke’s eyes. “But I look forward to the surprise on your face when we meet again.”
“Uh, right…” he says awkwardly. “Anyway, we’re heading out first. Be safe.”
Miri nods. “Thank you for everything. And thank you for helping me, as well.”
Huh? Didn’t she just say the same thing twice?
Sir Locke shakes his head, obviously confused, as well, then steps close to me—closer than I anticipated, causing me to grow nervous.
“I hope you don’t get embarrassed easily.”
He bends down, and before I realize what’s going on, I feel a sense of vertigo as my feet leave the ground. By the time my vision stabilizes, I’m peering up at the sky as Sir Locke holds me in his arms.
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“W-what are you doing?” I ask, my voice a pitch higher than usual.
“Three days is too long. I can’t afford to slow down to your speed.” He sounds completely unfazed, despite having me pressed up against his chest. “Never thought I’d carry a princess in a princess carry, though. Life sure is strange sometimes.”
I look up at his face and feel myself blush as I notice the short distance between his and mine.
“I-I see,” I manage to stammer out.
“Good luck,” he says to the others.
Miri waves at us as Sir Locke takes off in a sprint, heading eastward down the small road. The sudden motion catches me off-guard, and I find myself clinging to him as the wind causes my hair to whip around uncontrollably.
“Take this,” he says as he lowers his speed enough for the wind to slow to a manageable level.
Out of nowhere, a hair tie appears on my stomach.
There it is again—that mysterious ability. How is he doing it?
I tie my hair back without question, and when it’s secure, he increases his speed once again.
W-why is my heart racing?
I find myself gripping his coat as I watch the tree line zip by at tremendous speed, while making a conscious effort to avoid looking at his face.
“How long do you think it will take to reach Antara?” I yell my question, yet my voice is mostly drowned out by the intense winds.
“What did you say?” I hear in my mind.
“I asked how long it will take to reach Antara at this pace.”
“Well, it’s already past noon, so we won’t reach it before nightfall. But, if I keep going through the night, we should reach it before sunrise.”
“So quick. But can you keep this pace up for that long?”
“If I take short rest breaks, I should be fine.”
Sir Locke continues to run as I lean into his chest and ponder how to achieve the goal I set for myself when I began this journey.




Chapter 8: Buried Memories

----- Lutz -----
 
I look down at the princess in my arms. It’s been several hours since we left the village, and the sun is about halfway between its apex and the horizon.
Guess I should take a break, huh?
The princess’ face has recently become pale. She hasn’t said anything, but I can tell from her expression that she must be feeling the effects of motion sickness, so I come to a stop.
“Let’s rest for a while.”
“T-thank you…” Her words are soft and spoken with difficulty.
I set her down, and she wobbles unsteadily for a second before gaining her balance. According to her status, she doesn’t have a debuff, so I guess things like motion sickness can’t simply be cured with magic.
“Let’s find a nice, open spot to rest in the woods. I don’t want to sit on the road.”
“Alright. If that’s what you decide.”
As usual, she goes along with my suggestion without complaint, so I lead her into the forest. Eventually, we find a small clearing, and I remove a table and chair from my storage. Next, I take out two clean cups, each filled with cold, refreshing water.
“Let’s relax.” I take a seat and begin sipping on my water.
The princess follows my lead, looking grateful to be able to sit on a solid, unmoving surface.
Isn’t she going to ask how all these items appeared out of nowhere?
I already decided to reveal my ability to her, since it’d be a hassle to refrain from using it for the entire journey, yet she simply accepts what she sees without question. It’s beginning to bug me, so I look her in the eyes.
“Don’t you have anything you want to ask?”
Her eyes tell me she recognizes the intent behind my question. “Yes, but I don’t want to pry.”
“It’s fine. If I were trying to hide it, I wouldn’t have used it in front of you so liberally.”
“In that case—how? How can you create all these items out of nothing?”
“I’m not creating them. I’m retrieving them.”
“Retrieving? From where?”
I pick up a small stone at the foot of my chair and place it on the left side of the table. As the princess eyes it, the stone vanishes. I move my hand to the other side of the table, and the stone reappears.
“I have a special magic. It allows me to store items in a magical space—similar to a storage room. I can retrieve those items at will, bringing them back out when needed.”
After seeing my demonstration and hearing my words, the princess’ eyes light up in realization.
“So that’s it…! How does it work? Can you teach others this magic?” She begins to bombard me, excited to hear about an unknown spell.
Jeez. She’s just as excitable as Belle when it comes to magic.
“Unfortunately, it’s unique to me. Although it’s a spell, it’s also different somehow. I tried teaching it to Laya—my elven companion—but it doesn’t seem possible.”
“I see.” She looks a bit disappointed, but immediately recovers. “Do you have any other secret magics?”
“Yes, which reminds me—why weren’t you surprised the first time I used the telepathic magic, [Mental Link]?”
“Ah, that. Well, Marquis Adel informed me that you could cast the lost magics without artifacts.”
“That man spilled the beans?”
“Spilled the beans?”
“Oh, right. The translation magic doesn’t translate the meaning of idioms. I was just wondering why he’d tell you my secrets like that. Did you use your position as a princess to threaten him?”
“Of course not.” The princess looks indignant at having her character questioned. “We simply agreed that it’d be beneficial for us to work together.”
“That so? And what exactly is your goal?”
“Like I said when we met in Antara—I believe that you and I can come to an understanding if we hear each other out.”
I kind of let my emotions take control back then. Guess I can at least let her speak before jumping to conclusions.
“Okay. I’m all ears.”
“All ears? No, never mind.” She seems to pick up on my meaning, despite not understanding the phrase. “Are you aware of what the other three heroes have been doing since the summoning?”
“No idea. I’ve heard bits and pieces here and there, but I don’t really care, so I never dug into it.”
“I see. I guess with your situation, I can understand. Well, they’ve become a thorn in the side of the kingdom, seeking to undermine the stability of our country by using their authority as heroes to create division from within.”
“Those idiots? They can’t even fight as a team, yet they’re able to stir up so much trouble on a national scale?”
“So, you know of their flaws on the battlefield?”
“When I escaped that dungeon, I hid in an alleyway as the heroes fought those Berserkers. I saw very clearly just how pitiful their teamwork is.”
“Indeed. It’s a subject of massive import among the higher echelon of our kingdom, but it’s kept hidden from everyone else.”
A smile forms on my face. “Hah. Guess that’s how it would go, huh? The king and his noble buddies must be sweating as they try to figure out what to do about them.”
The princess frowns as she listens to my words. “Sir Locke, this situation may determine the future of this world. It is no laughing matter.”
“Whatever. That’s not my problem.” I dismiss her feelings with a shrug.
“Not your problem? You were summoned by the Goddess to save this world, were you not?”
“Me, summoned by the Goddess? I thought you believed that the Lord of Chaos summoned me. I am the False Hero, after all.”
“That—that may have been a mistake…”
“A mistake? But prophecies are handed down from the Goddess, right? Are you saying the Goddess summoned me, then gave a false prophecy?”
“I’m not sure.” She lowers her head. “No matter how much I think on the matter, the answer eludes me.” She meets my eyes once again. “But there’s one thing I’m sure of. You are a true hero.”
Her sincerity catches me off-guard, and I find myself taken aback.
What’s with this girl?
“Maybe, but I’m not interested in solving your problems. Let the other heroes deal with it,” I say stubbornly.
“And if they cannot?”
“Then I guess this world’s going to have a huge problem on its hands.”
“Is that how you truly feel? What of you and your companions? What will you do if the fiends of Chaos run rampant through the world?”
“T-that’s…” I go silent for a few seconds. “Maybe I’ll live in the elven territory with Laya.”
“And you think the elves will be safe after the human kingdoms fall?”
How strong are the elven nations? Can they stand against Chaos?
I don’t know the answer, so I can only stare at the princess as she waits for my response.
Tch. It really sucks to be lectured by a girl young enough to be my daughter. The worst part is—she’s right.
I’ve been solely focused on survival. I didn’t have the luxury to spare time and energy into considering the fate of the world. But with the princess’ words, I begin to understand just how precarious the situation is for the people on this planet.
Just because things are bad doesn’t mean I have to solve it. I’ve got my own problems to deal with…!
“What do you expect me to do?” I ask, my voice cold. “Walk onto the battlefield and start fighting by their side as if nothing’s wrong? Do you think they’ll accept something like that?”
“I know. I’ve struggled with that very question myself, but if you don’t at least try to—”
“And why is it my responsibility to fix this mess?” I interrupt her, my words becoming increasingly heated. “Why should I risk the lives of me and my companions by attempting to talk sense into the trash that condemned me to death?”
There’s a clear edge in my voice as my frustration at everything I’ve been through is brought back to the surface.
“You’re a princess of the most powerful kingdom in this world. Can you force them to change their beliefs—to throw away their trust in that prophecy?”
It’s a rhetorical question. If she had that much authority, she wouldn’t have come seeking me like this.
A shadow falls over her face. “No … but I swear in the name of the Goddess that I will do everything in my power to support you in your efforts.”
“Are you going to pretend like you’ve forgotten?”
“Forgotten…?”
“What you people did to me.” I feel my face harden. “Do you know how much I suffered in that dungeon? I spent every day—every single day—in unbearable pain. It was enough to nearly drive me mad.
“I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t think. I only wished for it to end—to be put out of my misery. But he wouldn’t let that happen. That damn torturer. He smiled each time I screamed in agony!
“And you.” I hold her eyes. “I saw that look of joy on your face during that farce of a trial. Admit it. You were happy to sentence me to suffer at the hands of that piece of shit.
“What gives you the right to demand that I risk everything I’ve managed to scrape together in this world to save the very people who threw me away!?”
The princess lowers her face and draws her hands in, clasping them close to her chest. The silence between us drags on for several minutes as she sits there, refusing to meet my eyes.
Finally, after growing frustrated, I stand up from my chair, intending to put an end to our short rest.
“You’re right,” she says before I can open my mouth. “I thought that by ridding ourselves of you, I could redeem myself. Yet, look how it turned out. I’ve made one mistake after another…”
“What do you mean?”
“I was the one who summoned you, remember? I, Princess Lumina de Eldridge, summoned the prophesized False Hero. The only summoner in history to nearly bring ruin to our people.
“Though it fills me with shame to admit—yes, I was happy to wash away that stain—to send you to that dungeon.
“But I was wrong. The other three heroes are nothing but a disaster waiting to be unleashed. They will cause devastation beyond imagination if allowed to use their authority unhindered. And I—I summoned them.”
Despair clouds her face, and a pain beyond my expectations fills her eyes.
So that’s it. She’s been carrying that burden all this time. The burden of the one who brought forth these worthless heroes.
Three heroes seemingly more interested in their own selfish desires, and the fourth content with leaving them all behind.
No wonder she’s so desperate…
A sense of pity fills me, and I suddenly feel as though I’ve gone too far with my harsh words.
What am I doing? Taking out my frustrations on this young girl—have I really fallen that low?
“W-well, I’m sure the situation would have ended up the same, no matter the summoner,” I say, attempting to console her.
“Maybe. But I can’t help but wonder if I’m somehow to blame…”
“Even if you are, it’s not like you did it on purpose. Just look how hard you’re working to fix it. I’m sure everyone can see that.”
“I want to set it right. I want it more than anything else … but I’m too weak. It’s stupid now that I think about it clearly, but I once dreamed of going with the heroes. I wanted to fight by their side—to help people. But I’m only a burden.”
I check the princess’ stats again.
The growth of her Intelligence stat is absurdly high. By my rough calculations, it even surpasses Laya’s by a large margin.
Although she lacks Laya’s agility and strength, she does have good constitution for a mage. And her Unique Skill, [Mana Fountain], gives a massive boost to her mana pool and regeneration.
Rather than weak, isn’t this girl extremely overpowered?
I activate [Sense Mana] and search the forest around us.
Tch. Of course there’s nothing but a few stray weaklings nearby. Not good enough.
“Let’s go,” I say to her.
She nods, still refusing to meet my eyes.
I lift her again, but there’s no reaction this time. She simply lies limp in my arms.
After returning to the road, I begin sprinting eastward once again as I continue tracking the mana around me. About half an hour after restarting our journey, I come to a stop.
The princess looks at me, her face a little clearer. “I can still go longer.”
“That’s not why I’m stopping.” With the princess still in my arms, I step into the forest.
I continue deeper, and when I grow near my destination, I set the princess down. She stands beside me, confused.
“You said you were weak, right?”
“Yes…”
“Well, I disagree. I haven’t met a single person in this world or my own who would’ve undertaken the journey you went on to find me.”
“What are you saying?”
Jeez. She’s going to make me spell it out for her, isn’t she?
A tinge of embarrassment fills me, and I break contact with her eyes. “I’m saying that I’m impressed with your resolve. And…” I look back to her. “…you’re not nearly as weak as you think you are.”
Her eyes widen at my words, and for the first time in a while, I see determination begin flowing back into her.
“I—I have a lot of mana, but not much else,” she says hesitantly. “My father made it very difficult for me to train my magic.”
“That doesn’t matter.”
“Doesn’t matter? But it would take me years of intense training to be worthy enough to fight with you. We don’t have that kind of time.”
“Wrong.”
“You don’t understand.” She shakes her head. “I’m just a normal girl. I could never grow as quickly as you. You’re a hero, after all.”
“I do understand—more than you realize.” I put all my focus on her, looking deep into her eyes. “If it’s strength you want, then I’ll give it to you.”
“H-how?” This time, it’s her turn to get embarrassed as I hold her eyes, a smirk on my face.
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“Be prepared to work hard, because I’m going to cram years’ worth of training into a single day.”
She gulps, but nods.
“Then, follow me.”
I lead her deeper into the forest. It doesn’t take long before we close in on my target—a large gathering of monkey-like monsters covering the patch of forest before us.
“Let’s start with the basics of team combat.”
Sorry, Laya. It looks like I’m going to have to delay our reunion. I’ve found an important goal that I need to accomplish.
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Chapter 9: Shade

----- Laya -----
 
“This one’s yummy!” Alisha says.
“You’ve said that about all the food on your plate,” Belle says tiredly.
Alisha lowers her hand toward the table again but stops before picking up another bite of food. Her hand hovers over her plate, moving between the three different types of meat stacked on it, as if unable to decide which to devour next.
After finally choosing, she brings a piece of meat to her mouth. “But it’s true! Right Laya?”
“Too much seasoning,” I say as I use my fork to bring another slice of pork to my mouth.
“Hey, stop eating with your hands, Alisha. It’s not proper,” Belle scolds her.
“Aww. But I like the feel of the meat between my fingers!”
Belle’s eyes drift off into the distance, as if she’s attempting to recall a distant memory. “I once heard Lutz say that he doesn’t like girls who eat with their hands.”
“Eh!? No way…!”
Alisha picks up her fork and stares at it. After several seconds, she begins poking at the meat. Belle simply shakes her head while watching Alisha play with her food.
“Elise is still inside the estate,” Belle says absentmindedly. “How much longer are we going to have to wait?”
I look down the street. From the outdoor patio this restaurant uses as a dining area, we have a distant view of the marquis’ estate. Within the estate, I can still sense the presence of Elise and her guardsmen.
“We may have to hurry her along.” I take one last bite, leaving my plate clean. “You two wait here.”
“Are you going to sneak in?”
“No. Lutz warned us to avoid revealing that we can use the lost magics at will—Arcane spells. But he also said that we could do so if thought it necessary.”
Belle’s eyes light up in realization. “[Mental Link].”
“Mmm. If I get close enough, I can contact her with telepathy to let her know what we found.”
The range of [Mental Link] is shorter than [Sense Mana], meaning I’ll have to get a little closer before activating it.
I stand from my chair and begin walking down the street, toward the estate. It only takes a few minutes for me to get within range.
I look toward the still distant mansion. “Elise. This is Laya speaking. I’m using a spell to communicate with you. Just direct your thoughts back at me to respond.”
“Laya? So Marquis Adel spoke the truth.”
“Adel? That human noble?”
“Yes. He informed us that Lutz can use the lost magics. Although, we didn’t know you could as well.”
“I see. Well, I wanted to inform you that we’ve got a lead on Shade’s whereabouts.”
“Is that so? My men also returned with quite a bit of information. We’re currently going over all of it and trying to decide where to begin our search. What did you turn up on your end?”
“We were told that he owns a gambling hall near the southern wall of the city, which he often visits.”
“Ah, we also heard about that gambling hall, but we didn’t know he liked to patronize it. Seems as good a place as any to begin. Where are you right now?”
“We’re on the main highway that leads south out of the marquis’ estate.”
“Understood. Let me prepare a few things and I will meet up with you.”
“Okay. See you soon.”
I cut contact with Elise and walk back to Belle and Alisha. Belle’s sipping on a cup of tea, while Alisha is devouring another large plate of meat—with her fork this time.
Money isn’t a problem for us, since Lutz had the foresight to give each of us a small pouch of gold and silver in case of emergencies. On top of that, he filled my pouch with even more coins, telling me that I should use it to fund our activities in case we ever get separated.
I thought he was being overly cautious, but it seems his foresight proved useful.
“So, how’d it go?” Belle asks.
“She’ll meet us here soon.”
“Good! That gives me time to finish my meal!”
I look at Alisha and smile. Her playfulness mixed with Belle’s little antics always manage to lighten the otherwise heavy atmosphere.
It’s hard to believe she can transform into such a hunter in battle. I can only imagine what her enemies must feel when they see that predatory smile form on her face.
I sit back down in my chair and take a sip of my water as we wait for Elise to arrive.
“What’s the plan, captain? You’ve already revealed we can use the lost magics, but should we be careful about revealing our strength?”
“No. It seems Marquis Adel has told Elise and the princess about us. Since the people of Reim watched us as we saved their city from the horde of ratmen and Berserkers, she must have a grasp of our strength as well.”
“So we can go all out, huh? Makes it easier, I guess.”
“I hope there’s lots of bad guys!” Alisha says.
“Mmm. I’m sure there will be.”
Alisha shows her fangs in anticipation of our upcoming battle.
“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Alisha,” Belle warns her. “If we can capture Shade, then we may not have to fight.”
“Don’t worry, Belle. I’ll be careful.”
Alisha’s not as thoughtless as she often seems.
She went through a lot during her childhood, so she understands when to keep her instincts in check.
It’s not long before I feel Elise begin moving toward us. “She’s coming. You two ready?”
“Of course.”
“Yes, captain!” Belle started it as a joke, but Alisha’s taken a liking to calling me captain when Lutz isn’t around.
Elise comes into view a few minutes later, along with two of the princess’ most powerful guards, and I feel the other guards move in several different directions.
“Pardon my tardiness,” Elise says when she gets into speaking distance.
“No problem. We needed to eat anyway.”
We fall into step with her as we casually make our way toward the gambling hall.
“Where are the others?” Belle asks.
“I prefer to cover all possibilities, so they’ve gone toward other leads in search of Shade. Besides, our group is large enough as it is. If we all moved as one, we’d draw too much attention.”
“Guess that makes sense,” Belle responds.
“We can handle him, even if he’s strong,” I say.
“Yeah, there’s nothing to worry about if Laya’s here!”
Elise eyes us. “I heard about your exploits. It’s surprising to meet a group your age with such strength.”
“Mmm. But we could say the same about you.”
Even with Lutz’s Unique Skill, [Heroic Growth], which increases our experience gain by five times while lowering the penalty for defeating low level monsters, we’ve had a difficult time leveling ever since reaching the low 20’s.
She must have fought a lot of very powerful monsters to reach level 33 at the age of 16.
Lutz has mentioned that some people have found ways to cheat, like paying a powerful group to capture a strong monster in order to kill it safely and obtain all the experience. However, something tells me Elise didn’t rely on such underhanded methods.
Could it have something to do with her Unique Skill, [Desperation]?
Now I’m beginning to understand why Lutz is so fascinated with inviting people into our party to see what their Unique Skills do…
“Well, I’m somewhat of a special case,” Elise says. “I wouldn’t suggest you take the route I did in order to become stronger.”
“I see. I’ll take your word for it.”
“Did you manage to get anything else out of that guy we captured?” Belle asks.
“Yes. He became much more willing to speak after a bit of … persuasion.”
Torture. Lutz refuses to stoop that low after what he went through.
“He gave us a description of Shade,” Elise continues. “Short, black hair with a scar under his left eye.”
“Often wears a black cloak?” Belle adds.
“Yes. You knew?”
“Our guy said the same thing. Guess that makes the information pretty reliable.”
“How did you girls come across this information? Investigating high-ranked criminals is no easy task.”
“We’ve got our methods,” I say vaguely.
She seems to catch on to the fact that I don’t want to reveal our secrets, so she drops the topic. As we continue toward our destination, I take a look at the sun.
A couple hours before dark. I was hoping we could locate Lutz today, but it looks like that may have been wishful thinking.
“You don’t seem to be in a hurry,” I say to Elise.
“Making haste will only serve to draw unwanted attention. In this situation, I believe it’s best to appear casual in case we are being observed.”
“That’s true. I guess I’m just a little anxious to hear what Shade has to say.”
“I want to see Master again!”
“You’ve made your feelings clear before, but it’s still odd to see a group of slaves working so hard to find their master.”
“You just don’t know Lutz very well,” Belle says.
“True. Princess Lumina speaks very highly of him, but everything we know comes from second-hand sources, so I was quite skeptical. I only hope that he’s taking good care of her in my absence.”
“You don’t have to fret about that. But there is one thing you should probably worry about.”
“Oh? What’s that?”
Belle smiles. “Whether or not your princess will become a member of his growing harem.”
Elise’s face pales. “S-surely that won’t be the case.” She looks to me. “Right?”
I turn from her gaze. “No guarantees.”
Soon, we draw near to the gambling hall, so we drop our casual conversations and begin concentrating on the mission.
There are quite a few people inside, including several powerful individuals—the strongest of which feels somehow unclean.
Of the three sources of mana that stick out as a threat, two are easily manageable. The third is roughly as powerful as Belle, but as long as he doesn’t have enchanted equipment as strong as ours, he shouldn’t be a problem.
Can’t be too careful. I’ll inform Belle and Alisha, but Elise will have to make do without knowing. I don’t want to reveal the fact that we can sense the presence of mana. It’s our most useful and secret weapon.
“Belle. Do you feel that mana?”
“Yes. But it shouldn’t be a problem, right?”
“Normally, no. But we’re dealing with high-ranked criminals. They may have enchanted equipment or artifacts.”
“Right. You hear that, Alisha?”
“Yes. I’ll be careful.”
The gambling hall finally comes into view, and as expected, the area is filled with dangerous looking men. Other questionable establishments line the street, giving off a foreboding feeling, as if to repel anyone from the better parts of the city.
Although the neighborhood is dirty and messy, the buildings themselves are well-kept and are decorated with stylish ornaments and lettering to attract customers. Many of them have guards at the entrance, keeping an eye out for anyone suspicious.
There are several carriages in view—nobles or high-class merchants who’ve come looking for a good time. They hide themselves out of sight until they reach their destination to lessen the chance that they will be recognized.
“Let’s stop here,” Elise says. “If we go any further, people will begin asking questions.”
“What’s the plan?” Belle asks.
Elise turns to her two guards. “Go. Find out if Shade is inside. We’ll be in that tavern.”
She points to a building a short distance away, and the men nod before continuing down the street together.
“We should enter the tavern and wait.”
“Mmm.”
Using [Sense Mana], the caster will be able to recognize them by their unique mana after meeting them, but there’s no way to know if the man we sense in the gambling hall is Shade without visual confirmation first.
We enter the tavern and take a seat at an empty table. Because of our unique features, Alisha and I have the hoods of our cloaks draped over our faces. The serving girl eyes us, perhaps wondering why two kids are at a tavern, but she seems to give up after we order simple glasses of water.
Meanwhile, Bell and Elise order weak brews of alcohol to prevent the staff from kicking us out for loitering while we wait.
“What are we going to do if Shade isn’t inside?” Belle asks.
“In that case, we’ll stake out the building for a while. If he doesn’t show, we may have to take more drastic measures, such as questioning whoever manages the day-to-day operations. Doing that will risk tipping Shade off to our investigations, but we don’t have the time to spend days or weeks playing it safe.”
“Yes,” I say. “If your men don’t return with solid information, we’ll have to make our own move.”
As we wait, several groups approach us, attempting to talk their way into our table. Each time, the sharp look in Elise’s eyes sends them away after a short encounter.
These human males simply cannot control themselves. They’re nothing like Lutz.
I often find myself disappointed in humans, especially when I compare them to Lutz.
I suppose my situation often places me at odds with some of the worst their race has to offer, but it doesn’t change the fact that their societies are structured in a way that brings out the worst in some of them.
The elves are far from perfect. We have misjudgments, disagreements, and criminals. Yet, compared to humans, they are few and far between.
They’re not all bad, though.
I move my eyes to Belle. She befriended the beastman, Alisha, despite the large amount of hatred between the two races. She even hid the fact that Alisha is a Forsaken—a heretic in the eyes of the human church.
After what happened to me and my village, I never thought I’d trust a human ever again. Yet now, there are several I would consider worthy. That’s not much, compared to the size of their population, but still far more than I imagined.
After about half an hour of sitting, I feel the princess’ guards leave the gambling hall, and a few minutes later, they walk into the tavern and take a seat at the table.
“What did you find?” Elise asks.
“He’s there. In the back room where access is restricted. Only those with invitations can enter.”
“Excellent. Seems the Goddess is on our side tonight.”
I have a feeling Lutz would frown if he heard her say that.
Elise stands. “Let’s go quickly, before he has a chance to leave.”
We follow her lead and make our way back down the street, toward the gambling hall. There’s a sudden shift in the atmosphere around us, like a line in the street placed there as a warning about what lies ahead.
We ignore it and keep moving.
“I doubt they will let you two in,” Elise says as her eyes move between me and Alisha. “You’re too young.”
“Eh!? I’m coming too!”
“Don’t worry,” I say to Alisha. “We’re going inside.”
“Oh? You have a plan?”
“Yes. Lutz taught me how to handle situations like this.”
“Uh, Laya, do you mean…” Belle trails off.
“Mmm.” I look at Belle and she shrugs in defeat.
“I see,” Elise says, unaware. “Well, I’ll trust in you, then.”
As Elise expected, the two guards stationed in front of the gambling hall turn their gaze to me and Alisha. “No runts allowed inside.”
Elise looks to me, waiting for me to solve it as I told her I would do.
“I’m not a runt,” I respond, mimicking Lutz’s typical reaction.
Then, as the guard begins to open his mouth again, a flash of electricity erupts from me, and they fall to the ground, paralyzed.
Elise’s face stiffens. “M-miss Laya. Was this your plan?”
“Yes. We break through with force. Let’s go.” I suddenly take the lead as Elise lets out an exasperated sigh.
I throw open the doors as I track that powerful, dirty mana, and my eyes fall on a door at the other end of the gambling hall. Two more men flank it, preventing people from going inside.
As we rush through, the gamblers and staff realize that something odd is going on and begin to back away from us, opening a path. The two guards eye us, and one reaches for the door, but Belle’s [Ice lance] pierces him before he can open it.
The other guard sees his partner fall and hesitates, realizing how outmatched he is. He simply stands there, watching as we quickly approach.
“Move,” I say after closing the distance.
He does as I order, joining several members of the staff off to the side. Our attacks triggered several yells from the people, and personal guards have stepped in front of some of the richer patrons.
The commotion must have reached the inside of the back room because I can feel the mana presences inside begin to move to one side of the room.
There’s probably an exit in the room for them to use for this kind of situation.
Fortunately, the source of mana I’ve got my eye on isn’t moving. Neither are the two other, lesser sources.
He must be confident that he can handle us. His arrogance makes our job that much easier.
Alisha opens the door. She doesn’t have her armor or shield, but her clothes have defense-oriented enchantments, making her the toughest member of our party—with the possible exception of Elise.
Alisha stays ahead of us as we step into the room, and as expected, the gamblers and staff are fleeing through a backdoor exit.
So that’s Shade.
A skinny man with pale skin sits at a table on the other end of the room. Like our informants said, a scar runs the length of his cheek below his left eye, and a black cloak is draped over his body with the hood falling partially over his face, covering his eyes. Two large men in chainmail stand in front of him, their weapons held before them.
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“I was wondering what the commotion was all about,” Shade says. “But it’s just a couple men and a small group of girls.”
“Shade,” Elise says, her voice cold. “You’ll be coming with me.”
“Ah. You’re her guardsman, aren’t you?” A sinister smile forms on his lips.
Elise’s face distorts in rage at seeing the man responsible for taking the princess away act so smug.
“You’ll pay for what you did!” Elise yells.
“I’m guessing you want to know where she is, huh? I don’t mind telling you who has her.”
“What…?” Elise is taken aback by his sudden obedience.
“We sent her to a group of criminals who think themselves strong, simply because their leader has a bit of strength. That man has a bit of a problem, though.” Shade laughs. “He’s far too obsessed with torture.”
“W-what…?”
“I wonder. Is the princess’ mind still there, or has he broken her already?” His smile deepens as he continues to push Elise into a rage.
“Shut up!” Alisha yells. “Master would never let that happen!”
Shade turns to her as his smile fades. “And who is this master of yours?”
I answer in her stead. “Hmph. Why should we tell you? After all…” My eyes grow cold as I look at the pitiful human before me. “…you’ll soon be the one spilling everything you know as you beg for us to spare your life.”
Shade smirks at my words. “Don’t underestimate me, girlie.”
As soon as he finishes speaking, a powerful fear washes over me, causing my body to begin trembling.
[Hypnosis]…!
Despite knowing that it’s the result of a spell, the fear still refuses to subside. Fortunately, Intelligence is my highest stat, and since it affects magic resistance, the fear is manageable. Despite that, my movements feel dulled compared to before.
The two large men capitalize on the opportunity and charge toward us, preparing to cut us down.
“Out of the way!” Elise says as she rushes forward, her face pale and streaked with sweat.
She feels the fear, yet it’s not even slowing her down?
Well, Belle and I should be fine with only this level of fear, but Alisha’s Intelligence stat is ridiculously low, so there’s a chance she’ll be completely immobilized by it.
I look to the girl in question and my eyes go wide.
“M-master ordered me to protect them…!” Surprisingly, Alisha overcomes the fear through sheer force of will, and joins Elise’s side.
How…? No, that’s not important right now.
The fear slows my casting, but after a few seconds I manage to finish my spell, [Restore], and the healing energy washes over our party. It immediately begins to cleanse Shade’s [Hypnosis], and I’m once again able to move normally.
“T-thanks Laya!” Belle says, the fear still evident in her voice.
After a short encounter, there’s a crashing sound as the two large guards’ bodies collapse onto a nearby table.
With his guards quickly dealt with, Shade finally realizes that it was he who underestimated us. He stands and reaches for his hood, pulling it back and revealing a pair of deep, red eyes beneath.
As he smiles at us, his fingernails grow several inches, each ending in a razor-sharp tip.
Pale skin, long nails, red eyes, and Dark magic…! He’s a vampire!
My eyes sharpen as I look at the elves long-hated adversaries. The vampires care nothing of trust, community, or heritage. Their anarchistic societies are based solely on selfishness. Those who rise to the top only do so by trampling the ones beneath them.
“Don’t let him bite you!” I yell to the others.
I remove my hood as well, and Shade’s eyes widen as he takes in my face.
“An elf!? Why are you working with the humans!?”
“Shut your mouth, you filthy vampire!” I yell back.
Shade slices his own forearm with his sharp claws.
He’s going to use [Blood Spray]!
The Dark magic, [Blood Spray], uses the caster’s own blood, empowering it with a strong decaying effect before spraying it in a large arc. It will cling to anyone it touches, sapping their strength and agility as it burns through their skin. Once it gets inside its victim’s body, the effect increases, inflicting them with a powerful poison and becoming difficult to dispel.
His blood begins to glow a crimson red, and he swings his arm in an arc, sending it flying toward us. My [Shimmering Shield] appears just in time, and I see a splatter of red cover it as I block his spell.
Another annoying effect of [Blood Spray] is that the decay effect imbued in the blood is very effective at destroying magical barriers. So, I can only watch as my spell shatters, sending the droplets of the red liquid falling to the floor.
“Don’t step on that blood! It’s still active!” I tell the others.
“Annoying!” Shade yells.
He slices his arm again and quickly sends another wave of red flying our way.
Unlike most spells, [Blood Spray] has virtually no cooldown. As usual, there’s a side effect to using Dark magic, though. In this case, the wounds on his arm won’t heal for a while, even if he were to cast [Cure] on himself. Using the spell too often in quick succession can cause the caster to slow from blood loss.
With no barrier protecting us, the crimson spray threatens to cover each of us. At least, it would if Alisha hadn’t moved forward protectively.
“I won’t let you!”
The blood covers her body, and I can see dark splotches appear on her where it makes contact.
Despite having her strength and agility reduced by the spell, she dashes forward, even faster than before.
[Protector] activated…!
Alisha’s Unique Skill, [Protector], activates when she defends her allies from a powerful attack, increasing all of her stats for a short while. The buff is so powerful that it overcomes the debuff applied by [Blood Spray] by a large margin.
“Damn beastman!” Shade meets Alisha’s sword with his long nails.
Many vampires prefer to fight using their nails, rather than weapons. They get tougher as the vampire grows stronger, keeping pace with them, as if they were designed to be used as a natural weapon. There are even special skills available only to vampires who utilize their nails.
“W-what!?” Shade’s composure falters as Alisha begins to overpower him.
“You’ll pay for trying to hurt my friends!”
Shade raises his arms defensively, and a spray of blood—a real one this time—covers the floor and nearby wall as Alisha’s sword slices into his forearms.
Belle’s [Ice Lance] catches him in the shoulder at the same time. The fierce assault is too much for him, and he leaps back, looking toward the nearby exit for the first time. Unfortunately for him, he’s too late. Elise stands between him and the door.
“You said some interesting things a while ago.” Her eyes bore into the vampire with a hatred surpassing even my own. “Don’t worry, though. I don’t enjoy torture. I’ll end your life quickly—after you tell me every single thing you know.”
“T-this can’t be happening. You weren’t supposed to be this strong…!”
“Too bad,” I say. “You only have yourself to blame for your ignorance.”
He attempts one last struggle as Elise closes in, but she quickly puts an end to his resistance, and her two guards force him into a chair, binding him to it with a rope.
“Now, like I said, you’re going to tell me where the princess is.”
“I—I don’t know!” he says, his earlier confidence replaced by an intense fear.
“I’m getting tired of hearing those words.” Elise stabs her sword into the table in front of the vampire. “If I hear them again, I’m liable to do something rash.”
“I didn’t care enough about those humans to learn where their hideout is.” He lets out a small shriek when Elise pulls her weapon from the wooden table. “But…! My master knows! He’s the one who arranged it!”
“You mean you’re not the one pulling the strings?”
“No…! I’m just the one in charge of our activities in this city!”
Elise sighs. “I thought our task finished, but it looks like we’ll have to follow yet another trail.”
“Mmm. With luck, this vampire’s master will be able to tell us what we want to know.”
“Well, where is this master of yours?” Elise asks.
“If you travel south of Antara on the main highway, you’ll come to a crossroads. Go east, and you’ll find the town of Rofield. My master has set up camp just north of that town.”
Elise pulls out a map. “Rofield is about six hours by foot.”
“Nightfall is only an hour or two away,” I say. “I’d like to avoid fighting the vampires in the dark, if possible.”
“I agree. We’ll stay in the city for the night and leave before daybreak.”
With our plans set, Elise takes the vampire with her back to the marquis’ estate, while Alisha, Belle, and I walk to a better section of town to rent a room.
We’ll meet again soon, Lutz.
----- Elise -----
 
For the second time in a single day, I bring a prisoner to Marquis Frans’ estate. Since this one is a powerful vampire, we’ve bound him tightly, with his arms behind his back to prevent him from being able to easily target us with his spells.
Like last time, the vampire is brought to the holding cell while I continue toward the manor. Natan spots me and walks over, closing the distance just as I reach the door. There’re guards and servants around, so he gives me a secret signal, indicating that he found something during his investigation into Marquis Frans.
After we enter the mansion, I motion to the servant leading us. “Can I get some refreshments before meeting Marquis Frans? I’m quite parched from my battle.”
“Certainly.” He bows and disappears into another room.
“So Natan, what did you find?”
“It’s as you expected, Lady Elise. He’s heavily involved with this city’s black market. We couldn’t confirm his involvement in Princess Lumina’s abduction, but at the very least, it’s a possibility.”
“How troublesome. Seems we’ll need to be on guard, just in case.”
“There’s another problem. The man who cast the teleportation spell on Princess Lumina—he’s dead.”
“What? How did he die?”
“The marquis attempted to interrogate him again after you left. Seems he went a bit too far during his questioning.”
That doesn’t make sense. He had a powerful mage casting [Cure] during the first interrogation to ensure that there was no risk of death.
“That was no accident. What was Marquis Frans so afraid of him revealing that he would risk silencing him in such a fashion?”
“We couldn’t find out precisely what he’s trying to hide, but—” Natan cuts his words off when the servant reappears, carrying a cup of tea.
I cannot let this pass. There isn’t time to continue the secret investigation. I should just seek answers from the source itself.
After quickly finishing the drink, the servant leads us to Marquis Frans’ reception room. Like last time, my guards remain outside as I enter.
“Welcome back, Lady Elise.”
My keen eyes pick up a slight, nervous twitch in his body as I take a seat. “Thank you. The mission was a success. We managed to capture Shade.”
“T-that so…? Is he in the cell, then?” Marquis Frans turns his face toward the door, as if eager to meet with the vampire.
“Yes, I had my men accompany him to the same cell once used by the man who cast the [Teleport] spell on Princess Lumina.” I see him flinch at my use of past tense when referring to that man. “So, was the healer unavailable during your recent interrogation?”
“That’s not the case. We simply misjudged his condition, and before we knew it … he was gone.”
“I see. How unfortunate. There’s no guarantee we were able to acquire all the information he knew. Let’s hope this vampire doesn’t meet the same unfortunate fate.”
“Rest assured! We have a slaver here now, so there’s no chance of that!” He stands. “You must be weary from your investigation, so please rest while we interrogate him!”
Oh? He didn’t even react when I referred to Shade as a vampire. That settles it, then.
I stand, as well. “I think not.”
Marquis Frans had begun walking toward the door, but stops when he hears my words, spoken with complete disregard toward his rank.
“No? You’d like to listen, then?”
“That’s not what I meant. I’m saying you will not leave this room until we have finished our conversation.”
“W-what…?” His eyes fall upon my hand, which rests atop the hilt of my blade.
“Have you forgotten my surname, Marquis Frans? Did you really think you could hide your unscrupulous activities from a daughter of the Valeria family?”
He eyes the door, as if trying to decide whether he could make it out before my sword cuts him down.
“I’d advise against that. My men are waiting outside.”
He returns his gaze to me. “Do you think you can get away with threatening a high noble in his own estate!? Even if you kill me, my men will overwhelm you!”
“I swore to protect Princess Lumina. I have no qualms giving up my life and the lives of my men in order to uphold that promise.” My eyes never waver as I speak.
“You’re serious…” He gulps. “I-I didn’t get involved with them out of my own free will, I swear it!”
“No? Then why are you working with the very people who abducted Princess Lumina? If I don’t like your answer…” I trail off as I pull on the sword at my waist, revealing several inches of deadly mithril.
Marquis Frans visibly shrinks at the sharp sound of my blade’s metal scraping against its scabbard. “They took him! Those damn vampires—they took my son…!”
I halt my hand at his words.
Could he be telling the truth? If so, then perhaps we can come to an agreement that benefits both of us.
I sheathe my blade. “I’ve got several questions for you, Marquis Frans.”

Interlude 3
----- Adel -----
 
“That fool!” I barely manage to keep my fist from slamming onto my desk as I yell.
Instead, I put the king’s letter down and stand as I begin to pace within the small confines of my study.
No, perhaps it was I who was foolish. I’ve been so caught up in the threat of Chaos that I ignored the growing tensions between the crown and the nobility.
I sent a letter to King Edgar, informing him that the minions of Chaos have infiltrated this territory, Cador, with their agents.
There’s no doubt. They’re poised to strike at any time. Yet, the king and nobles are content to wage their own selfish war during this country’s darkest hour.
My servant and trusted friend, Albert, speaks from beside my desk. “Do you mind if I read it, my lord?”
“Do as you wish.”
Albert’s eyes scan the letter, and I can see the disappointment on his face grow with each line of text. His reaction is more subtle than my own, but no doubt he feels the same frustration as I do.
“Sir, it appears to me that the king is merely putting off the task of cleaning out the Chaos spies until after he quells the growing rebellion within Roshar.”
“My thoughts precisely, Albert. He seems content to allow it to fester. No doubt he’s underestimating the threat since there’s been no discernable destruction from the agents of Chaos.”
“But what of the recent appearance of Berserkers in the city of Reim? Fiends striking a city so close to the center of his empire would most certainly raise alarm.”
I sit back down in my chair and make a concerted effort to calm my mind. “Perhaps he’s already made arrangements that he’s not sharing with us, or maybe he simply believes them to be remnants of a raiding party that found their way here.”
“Ah, it’s true that he’s withholding information. He appears to be keeping much tighter control over the province ever since Marquis Lars’ death. This is the heart of his domain, after all.”
Although I’m the lord of this province, the capital city resides within it, along with this country’s ruler—King Edgar de Eldridge. The king’s power obviously supersedes my own, so I have to be careful not to overstep my bounds.
Each province is given a rank, and every lord who rules over a province acquires a rank equal to their territory. I once controlled the land just north of here as an Earl, but with my promotion as the lord of the Cador province—this province—I have acquired the rank to match it: Marquis.
It may seem strange that the lord of the kingdom’s most important province is relegated to the rank of Marquis, rather than the highest noble class, Duke, but there’s a clear reason for that.
Since Dukes are the pinnacle of the nobility, they have the potential to acquire power matching that of the king himself. Duke Bradley de Reinhold is one such example. The political faction he leads rivals that of the royal faction, often making it difficult for King Edgar to enforce his will without resistance.
Having a Duke reigning over the province in which he resides would no doubt bring disaster if the noble in question were to ever achieve as much power and authority as Duke Bradley.
“Still, he’s given his permission to investigate thoroughly,” I say as I scan the letter once more. “I can use that to divert more resources to combat the threat.”
“Yes. It will strain the delicate economic conditions of the region, which has recently suffered due to the rule of Marquis Lars and the rebellion in Reim, but this is a task we cannot ignore.”
I walk to the door and open it. “Send for the captain of the guard immediately.”
One of the soldiers nods and quickly disappears down the hall, and I ignore the urge to pour myself a glass of alcohol as I return to my desk. While I wait, I prepare several signed documents, giving temporary authority to the captain for him to use during his upcoming mission.
A short while after I finish, he arrives. “You called, my lord?”
“Yes. I have an important assignment for you.”
I explain the mission to him and the limits of his new authority. He receives the instructions with a stoic face and leaves immediately after to begin the operation.
I can only hope that this will be enough to thwart whatever goal Chaos has in mind.
This time, I give in to my urge and retrieve a cup of strong alcohol, downing it as I contemplate my next step.




Chapter 10: A Night Together

----- Lutz -----
 
“Sir Locke, please engage that group!” The princess points to a small gathering of devil hounds that are approaching us.
“Right.” I take off and quickly reach the creatures.
I feel the princess channel her magic as I play with the hounds, preventing them from reaching her. Soon, I feel her spell complete, and I hear the distinct sound of a [Maelstrom] raging behind me. I sneak a peek and see the torrent of water crash into a second group of devil hounds, killing several and scattering the rest.
A single monster avoids her spell unhindered and charges in her direction, intending to tackle her. I ready a spell just in case, but the princess unleashes an [Ice Lance] just before it closes in, which embeds itself into the creature’s throat.
The hounds scattered by her [Maelstrom] begin to regroup, and it looks like they’re going to rush toward the princess once again.
She’s out of attack spells, huh?
With the princess’ magic not yet available to her, she repositions herself, placing me between her and the second group of hounds, causing the monsters to lose focus on the princess and charge toward me instead, joining their brethren in combat.
She watches me from a safe distance as I continue toying with the hounds, avoiding their fangs and claws while making sure not to defeat them too quickly, and I feel her mana forming into a spell as she prepares [Maelstrom] once again.
“Sir Locke! Please step aside!”
I do as she instructs, and her spell appears as soon as I begin my retreat. With all the devil hounds gathered in a single area, her spell ravages them, killing most of them before it comes to an end. Afterwards, I clean up the rest in an instant, then walk to her side.
“Good job, Princess. There were a few rough spots, though. Any idea what you could have done better?”
“I’m not sure. Perhaps I could have positioned myself better from the start. I made myself easy prey after you left my side.”
“That’s one of them. You were standing out in the open, then ordered me to engage one group, leaving yourself open for the other. You did well defending yourself from them, but you cut it close with that [Ice Lance]. The hound nearly made it to you.”
“Yes, I lack the foresight to ‘see three steps ahead’, as you put it.”
“You just need practice. Keep at it,” I encourage her. “Also, on top of poor positioning, you didn’t move from your starting location until the hounds regrouped and looked to be ready to charge you again. If you don’t have a guard in front of you, try to retreat to a safe distance after casting.”
“Understood.”
I begin stepping through the forest, heading back toward the road. The princess does the same, walking by my side as I continue to teach her.
“Lastly, your orders are too long. Each word spoken on the battlefield is precious time wasted. The less words you use, the quicker your allies will understand and react to the order. From now on, only call an ally’s name if necessary, and never say ‘please’.”
“Ah, that’s true. Sorry, it’s difficult to go against years of etiquette training.”
“It’s fine. Just keep it in mind.”
“Thank you for being patient with me, despite my many mistakes.”
The princess never gets upset, no matter how many errors I point out. She simply nods and makes a concerted effort to fix them.
“There’s no way I’d lose my patience considering how well you’ve done. That said, did you feel like you lacked anything during the battle?”
“Lacked? No, not particularly.”
“Well, I noticed you were forced to retreat after casting your first round of spells, putting me between you and the second group of hounds as they regrouped. Why is that?”
“Ah, well, none of my offensive spells were available, so I had to buy some time.”
“Exactly. If you had more attack spells at your disposal, then you could have safely dealt with the hounds yourself.”
“That’s true, but I’ve only trained my Water and Light magic. Powerful mages often use more elements, but I’m not an adventurer, so my instructor told me it’d be wiser to focus on two.”
“I can see the logic in that, but when he gave you that advice, he never expected you to grow as strong as you are now. And if you intend to fight monsters and fiends, one offensive element is simply not enough. What would you do if the enemy in question were immune to Water magic?”
“I see your point. I’ve not begun training in any of the other elements, so it will take me some time to master their spells, but I will certainly give it my all.”
“Well, you’ve already gained five levels, bringing you to level 16, so you should have no problem expanding your spell list.”
We exit the forest and step back onto the small dirt road. It’s nearly dusk now, covering the world with a dark, orange tint.
“These so-called levels—are they truly the reason people grow stronger when they defeat monsters?”
“That’s right. You’ll see soon enough. But before that, other than Water, which of the other elemental schools interests you?”
“If I had to choose, I’d say Fire. It has the highest mana cost among all the schools of magic, but with my large mana reserves, I can utilize it effectively.”
“Makes sense.” I don’t continue, which causes her to look at me in confusion.
I lift the princess once again, and the wind picks up as my pace quickens.
That makes four groups of monsters defeated in about two hours. Not bad.
She was curious how I was able to find such large groups of monsters so easily, so I told her about [Sense Mana]. She was surprised to hear that one of the lost magics could detect the presence of mana and couldn’t help but make a comment about how much she’d love to learn it.
According to her, when it comes to learning new magic, she’s by far one of the quickest. Yet, even she needs to spend weeks practicing to learn all but the most basic spells. Fortunately for her, I’ve got quite a bit of practice speedrunning that particular process.
While I carry her, I continue to teach her through our linked minds. I always start by giving speeches about topics, such as group fighting strategies or battle tactics, then ask a series of questions about the subject to see how much of the information she can recall.
From the moment I decided to teach her, nearly every second of our time has been dedicated to training.
As she finishes answering my latest series of questions, a yawn escapes her.
“Ah…!” She lets out a sound not fit for a princess.
I look down at her, and her eyes meet mine as a smirk forms on my face. “Tired?”
“N-no,” she says, embarrassed.
“Your constitution is fairly high, so you should be fine. But you were pretty low level until recently, so it may take a while for your body to adjust to your new level.”
When I explained to her about levels and skill points, I also informed her that each person has stats. It’s a lot for someone without gaming experience to take in, but she said it does explain several aspects of the world that have often confused scholars.
“I guess we should rest soon,” I continue. “But first—you up for one more battle?”
“Of course!”
I see the tiredness in her face begin to fade, replaced by both anxiety and excitement when I mention that I’ve found another group of monsters.
Like before, I have the princess take command, forcing her to utilize the tactics and strategies I’ve been teaching her between battles. Although she believes her progress is painfully slow, I can’t help but genuinely compliment her on her surprising growth.
The monsters perish quickly, and I once again analyze her performance, providing both compliments on what she did well and critiques on what she can improve.
The princess speaks after my lesson ends. “I thought it strange how your companions became so strong in such a short amount of time, but now I understand.”
“Oh? And what did you conclude?”
“That you know so much—both the intricacies of magic and the tactics of battle. You combine the two and apply it to your allies, keeping in mind their strengths and weaknesses in order to best advise them on how to increase their combat ability.”
“Well, you’re certainly not wrong. Because I often made a name for myself on the MMOs I played back in my world, noobs would always message me, trying to get me to train them. I guess that’s where I picked up my tutoring skills.”
“How fascinating. These ‘video games’ of yours sound very exciting.”
A wide smile forms on my face. “Yeah, but they can’t compare to the real thing. Not by a long shot!”
With the fifth group of monsters defeated, I suggest we take a break so we can get some rest. The princess awoke early this morning in anticipation of our meeting, so despite the sun having only recently fallen below the horizon, she’s obviously getting tired.
After traveling down the road a bit further in order to put some distance between us and our recently defeated enemies, we enter the forest again. Like last time, we find a small clearing, and I use my [Inventory] skill to bring out a table and chairs.
I don’t stop there. After digging a small hole, I bring out a cooking pot and secure it above the pit. With practiced movements, I fill it with meat and a variety of vegetables before lighting a fire beneath it, and within moments, the smell of delicious stew begins wafting through the air.
“How convenient,” she says as she watches me.
“Yeah. Laya and the others say the same thing.”
“I can certainly see why.”
She seems curious, probably wondering what else I have stored in my [Inventory]. As if to answer her unspoken question, I bring out a tent. It falls flat as soon as it appears, but I quickly imbed a series of stakes into the ground and tie them to the tent, securing it in a standing position.
“You can even store items this large?”
“Size isn’t really a factor, it’s mass.”
“Mass?”
“Ah, well. I guess the simplest way to explain it is the item’s weight. The heavier it is, the more space it takes up in my inventory. Because of that, a tent made from animal skin barely uses more space than that cooking pot.”
“So that’s how it works. How much space do you have available?”
I continue taking items out of my inventory as we speak, and before long, the tent is furnished with two bedrolls, along with a pair of thin covers to take the bite out of the chilly night air.
“I’ve got about 80% of my space free. I keep several sets of weapons, armor, and clothes for me and all my companions. I also store all our gold, food, and traveling supplies. I’ve probably got enough stuff to fill a merchant’s caravan.”
“And that only takes up a fifth of your available space?” She stares at me with wide eyes, obviously exceeding whatever expectations she had.
“Yep. Plus, it continues to grow with each level I gain. I can’t wait to see how large it gets in another twenty or thirty levels.” I smile in anticipation.
After setting up the campsite, I sit at the table across from the princess. Despite spending the majority of her time in my arms, she seems to be growing nervous now that we’re seated so closely together.
“I know you’re tired, but while the food’s cooking, I figured we could continue your training.”
She looks around. “Here?”
The clearing is small, with most of it being taken up by the tent and camping equipment, so I can understand her confusion.
“This training is different. Here, give me your hands.”
I place my hands on the table, with my palms facing up, and I see the princess’ face grow red as she reaches out and places her own atop mine.
“You may feel a slight burning sensation. That’s normal.” I see her grow a bit nervous at my unexpected words.
I allow my mana to slowly trickle into her to limit the shock of that burning sensation Belle and the others told me about. I can see her tensing up as my mana travels through her body, but after several seconds, she begins to relax.
“This feeling—is it your mana?”
“That’s right. I’m mixing my mana with yours. It allows me to do some nifty stuff.”
“It does burn a bit, but there’s no pain. No, rather, it’s comforting, like a raging fireplace on a cold winter night.”
“Well, that’s quite a unique way to describe it.” I smile at her. “Pay attention to the spell formation I’m going to create inside you.”
After my words, I see a fresh look of surprise on her face as I begin taking control of her mana. Soon, though, she pushes that aside and focuses on the pattern I’m creating inside her. It’s a strange formation, but not overly complicated, so it’s a good one to start with.
“Finished. Cast it on me.”
She does as I instruct, releasing the spell with me as the target.
Immediately after, I see her eyes scanning the information that appears in her vision. “C-could this be one of the lost magics, [Scry]?”
“That’s right. The actual spell displays far more information than the watered-down version used by the Adventurer’s Guild.”
“Amazing…!”
I smile at her energetic outburst. “C’mon, let’s do it again. This time, I want you to really focus on memorizing the shape of the formation.”
“Understood!”
I take control of her mana, shaping it into the spell once again, and she closes her eyes, putting the entirety of her attention on every shape and curve of the formation. Even after completing it a second time, I know that she’s far from memorizing it.
“Again, please!” She urges me.
“Don’t worry. We’ll do it as many times as it takes.”
After one more demonstration, I have her begin forming it on her own while my mana follows behind her, fixing any errors. Over and over, we practice, until…
“I-I did it!” she exclaims after finally managing to complete it without my help.
“Nice job. You finished even before dinner’s ready.”
“Thank you.” She bows her head to me with a wide smile plastered on her face.
“Don’t mention it.” Just as I was about to release her hands, a thought occurs to me.
That’s right. Rank 1 [Scry] doesn’t show all my information, so she hasn’t seen it yet.
There’s no use hiding it from her. Besides that, it’d be best to teach her rank 2 [Scry] anyway so she can more easily pick out dangerous people in the future. It may even be a good idea to go ahead and upgrade it to rank 3 to unlock the AoE property.
She seems to be getting nervous as I continue to stare at her face, lost in thought. Our hands are still linked on the table between us, and she eyes them, seemingly embarrassed now that she has nothing to draw her focus.
“Let me show you something interesting. Of all the people in this world, you deserve to know more than anyone else.”
“Me? What is it, exactly?”
“It’d be easier to just show you. I’m going to create the more advanced formation for [Scry]. When I’m done, cast it on me.”
I once again take control of her mana, but this time, I form it into rank 2 [Scry]. It only takes a few seconds, and when I’m done, I nod at her.
The energy leaves her body as she casts the spell, and I see her eyes moving as she takes in the information that’s now visible in her vision. Soon, she makes it to the bottom of the [Scry] screen, where it lists my Unique Skills.
“S-sir Locke…!” She tears away her eyes from the information and looks into my own.
“Yeah. It’s hard to deny when it’s listed so plainly, isn’t it?”
“Yes! [True Blessing of the Goddess]! So you really were summoned by the Goddess!”
“Seems like it, but that leaves us with a lot of questions. Why did she betray me, and why did she choose the other three worthless heroes?”
“I don’t know. There are so many things I can’t understand…”
“Agreed. It really sucks being left in the dark. I mean, what benefit can she possibly gain from this mess?” I finally withdraw my hands, and the princess does the same.
“Perhaps there are things beyond our understanding at work.” She opens her mouth but hesitates.
I use my eyes to urge her to continue, and she eventually concedes. “I had … lost faith. It was too much—having my illusions shattered by the Great Heroes. But now, I finally have something to hold onto once again.”
I shake my head. “I don’t know what you expect of me, but I’m really just a normal guy—nobody special. I’ve done a lot of things the past heroes you admire would never even dream of—lying, stealing, killing—anything to survive.”
“I know. I’ve followed your every move for months now. But that doesn’t matter to me. You’re only here now because of those terrible things you did. As reprehensible as it sounds, I would trade the lives of any number of guards or mages whom you slayed in self defense if it meant keeping you alive.”
“The ends justify the means, huh? That’s a dangerous path to walk…”
We sit in silence for a while, with the sound of the cooking fire accented by the buzzing of insects and scurrying of small animals.
Eventually, the somber mood lightens, and I get up to add seasonings to the stew, then stir it before replacing the lid. “Probably another ten or fifteen minutes. Enough time to make progress on another spell if you want.”
“Yes, please!”
Her weariness has long since vanished, replaced by the excitement of mastering the lost magics. Even after dinner, I continue training her. In the end, she learns how to cast [Mental Link], [Manipulate Mana], and [Sense Mana].
She wants to keep going, but I tell her that she should rest herself before bed, and she reluctantly relents.
“To think that you could train mages so easily. No wonder Laya and the other girls are so powerful.”
“Yeah, it’s pretty handy.”
“In fact, with [Manipulate Mana], couldn’t you disrupt a mage’s ability to cast spells simply by touching them?”
“…”
“O-or is that not possible?” She stutters, probably thinking she said something foolish.
My eyes widen as I consider the possibility. “I never thought about that. Good idea, Princess!”
“T-thank you…” For some reason, a smile forms on her lips.
A few seconds later, she seems to build up her resolve and looks at me with a serious face. “Sir Locke, can I make a selfish request?”
“Sure, I don’t mind as long as it’s nothing crazy.”
“Can you—can you refer to me by my name, rather than my title?”
I raise my eyebrows at the unexpectedly simple request. “Is that all?”
“Yes…”
“I can do that, Lumina.”
“Thank you, Sir Locke.”
I lean back in my chair. “Lutz.”
“If you insist, Sir Lutz.”
“Sir? No need to be so formal.”
“At least afford me this,” she responds firmly.
I shake my head. “Do whatever you want. Oh, we have one last thing to do before bed.”
I stand and walk toward one of the last remaining open spots in the small clearing. I reach my arm out and a metallic bathing tub appears, along with a small rack for holding the clothes during the bath. Next, I retrieve a partition from my inventory and place it in front of the tub.
That should do it.
I begin filling the tub up by converting my mana into water. Steam rises from it since I’m mixing my Fire and Water mana in order to heat it up.
“There we go,” I say after filling the tub. “Wanna go first?”
I see Lumina’s face flush as she no doubt imagines bathing out in the open, with only a single, thin partition separating us.
“I-I’m not that dirty, so—” She trails off, knowing that her clothes and body are in fact quite dirty.
I smile, seeing through her intent. “Don’t worry. I won’t peek. Laya and the other girls bathe like this every night, as well.”
She looks at the tub and succumbs. “Then, if you insist…”
“Oh, and I’ll need your clothes.” I say something dangerous with a straight face.
“My clothes…? For what purpose?”
“To enchant them. Here, you can wear these for tonight.” I bring out a set of girl’s sleepwear. “They belong to Alisha, but they should fit you. Just toss your clothes over the partition before you get in the tub.”
“Okay, but my clothes already have powerful enchantments on them.”
“Sure, they’re not weak, but I wouldn’t use the word ‘powerful’ to describe them. Don’t worry, just leave it to me.”
She nods and walks behind the partition, and I tune out the sound of her undressing as I wait patiently on the other side of the curtain.
Soon after, Lumina’s clothes come flying over the top of the partition. I catch them before they hit the ground and bring them to the table.
As expected, these enchantments are about as powerful as mine.
Most enchantments I’ve seen are rather weak, so I can understand why Lumina thinks of these as being powerful, but that’s simply not true.
Back in Reim, the equipment worn by the mage, Geld, had enchantments that far outclassed my own.
If that’s the kind of power we’ll be dealing with later, then I can’t be satisfied with enchantments one step above the norm.
I cast [Scry] on the dress.
[Defense Up: Medium], huh? I guess it makes sense that they’d prioritize defense for her.
Her sash has a similarly powerful magic resistance enchantment, while her shoes increase her agility. A well-balanced set of enchantments, prioritizing survival.
Should I min-max her by adding more defense, or should I increase her offense…
After some thought, I decide that her main set of clothes should stay focused on what’s important: protecting her life.
During one of our recent battles, I reached level 25. The stat increase and two additional skill points are nice, but they pale in comparison to the other thing I gained.
Third-tier spells. Finally.
Now that I have access to third-tier spells and abilities, I’ve unlocked an upgrade to my [Enchant] skill: [Master Enchanter]. With my enhanced skill, I’m able to perform several new functions, such as the ability to dispel enchantments.
It’s about time. Now I can finally start replacing all the buffs on our equipment sets with more powerful ones. First things first, though.
I take Lumina’s dress in hand and send my mana into the enchantment, obliterating it and turning it back into a normal piece of clothing. Then, I activate my [Enchant] skill, placing my own buff onto the dress, and within seconds, I’m finished, so I [Scry] it to see the result.
[Defense Up: Medium+], huh? Good, it’s even stronger than before. Also…
I eye the second enchantment on the dress: [Magic Resistance Up: Small+].
A respectable physical and magical resistance buff on a single piece of equipment. This is going to open up a lot of new possibilities.
The excitement of my newly upgraded skill puts a smile on my face.
Another bonus granted by [Master Enchanter] is that it allows me to add a second enchantment to my equipment, although the strength of the secondary buff is weaker than the first.
Placing a second buff also lowers the effect of the first, but when added together, the two buffs are overall more powerful than a single one. Plus, it allows for more variation in our builds, making it extremely useful.
I also upgraded my [Enchantment Up] skill, making my enchants stronger. Because of that and the fact that her clothes are made from rare threads, the enchantments come out more powerful than I imagined.
Since I practiced in secret with some spare jewelry while I carried Lumina, I have a good grasp of my new ability. It’s not possible to place the same enchantment multiple times on a single piece of equipment, but that shouldn’t be an issue.
I go through the same process with her sash, adding a strong magic resistance buff supplemented by defense up. With that, I’ve essentially doubled the defensive strength of her clothes, so I move on to her shoes.
They placed a stat-enhancing buff on them. Perhaps I should do the same.
Enchantments can also be used to provide buffs directly to stats. The boots have an [Agility Up] enchantment, rather than [Speed Up], and from my experiments, I found out that buffing the stat directly leads to a weaker but broader effect.
The Agility stat not only increases speed, but also flexibility, balance, coordination, and more. It improves various aspects of the person, while a [Speed Up] enchantment only improves physical speed, but far more effectively.
I wipe out the enchantment and replace it with [Agility Up: Medium+], along with [Constitution Up: Small]. The shoes are of high quality, like the rest of her clothes, but they’re small, which limits the strength of the enchantment a bit.
Alright. These stat-ups will make some of her other enchantments more powerful. I should definitely add some kind of speed buff to her jewelry to take advantage of the Agility enchantment on her boots.
The Constitution buff will further enhance her physical defense enchantments, since the strength of a buff varies depending on the wearer’s stat attached to that particular enchantment. Likewise, the buff to her Agility will pair nicely with a [Speed up], increasing its overall effect.
Lumina already has extremely high Intelligence, which increases magic resistance, so there’s no need to buff it further on her defense-oriented equipment.
With her three articles of clothing done, I relax while I wait for her to finish bathing.
“Thank you for the bath. It was very refreshing,” Lumina says as she comes out from behind the partition.
Although Lumina’s body is a little smaller than Alisha’s, the sleepwear is designed to be loose-fitting to provide maximum comfort, so it doesn’t look awkward on her.
The lavender-colored long-sleeve shirt is soft and fluffy, with a thickness that’s just warm enough to take the bite out of the cool night air without getting stuffy, and the matching pair of pants provides the same comfort.
“No problem. I can’t stand going to bed sweaty, so I bathe every night.”
“I didn’t expect these clothes to be enchanted.” She holds her arms out before her and looks at the sleeves.
“I didn’t want us to be at a disadvantage if we’re attacked at night.”
“I understand. So, how long will it take you to enchant my clothes?”
“Oh, yeah. I’m finished.”
“Finished? Were you unable to enchant them?”
“No, they’re enchanted. I’ve basically doubled their strength.”
“D-doubled!?” She looks at her clothes as they sit atop the table.
“If you don’t believe me, try them on.”
She shakes her head. “No, I believe you. I was simply surprised…”
“Well, look forward to trying them on in the morning.” I eye the two rings and necklace she’s wearing. “Let me see your jewelry for a minute. Oh, and your tiara as well.”
She hands them to me without complaint, and I once again apply my own buffs. Jewelry doesn’t handle certain enchantments well, such as physical power and physical defense, but it excels at any buffs related to Agility and Intelligence.
Sometimes, the best way to survive is to defeat the opponent, so I add quite a bit of magical strength, along with magical defense and speed, plus some appropriate stat increases. With the process completed, I hand them back to Lumina.
“It’s hard to believe that you can enchant items so quickly and with such powerful effects,” she says after equipping them.
“Yeah, I asked that enchanter, Edwin, that I met in Reim how he enchants. He said he has to use a mixture of ink and bonedust, then draw the pattern onto the equipment by hand. When that’s finished, he fills the enchantment with mana to activate the effect. Sounds annoying.”
“Well, it’s the only way we’ve figured out how to do it. I wonder why you’re different.”
“I always keep my [Manipulate Mana] buff active, so I didn’t realize it at first, but when I tried to enchant without it, I couldn’t.”
Lumina’s eyes light up. “Could it be that you send your mana into the item, as you did when you trained me, and create the pattern from the inside, rather than inking it on the surface?”
“That’s exactly it. Nice deductions.” She beams at my praise. “Arcane spells are so useful. I wonder how they became lost magic.”
“Nobody knows. There’s no telling how many more magics and inventions were lost during the devastation a couple thousand years ago.”
“Devastation?”
Lumina’s words make it seem like it’s some important event in history, yet I’ve never heard of it.
“Ah, I guess you wouldn’t know. We found ruins of ancient civilizations from the far distant past—much further back than any recorded history. We assumed that the races once flourished, as we do now, but either through disaster or a scourge of monsters, they fell into decay.”
“Huh. I thought the Goddess protected this world. Would she really allow something like that to happen?”
Lumina looks down at the table. “Scholars believe that to be our fate if the summoned heroes fail to protect us.”
Ah. I guess that’s possible. Maybe the Goddess can’t interfere directly and has to rely on her heroes. When it comes to divine beings, there’s no telling what kind of restrictions they have to obey.
Although she’s trying to hide it, I see a mix of fear and frustration on Lumina’s face as she purposefully avoids my eyes.
She’s worried. Worried that the world will meet that same fate. That’s why she came to me…
An awkward silence begins to settle between us, so I quickly open my mouth to dispel it. “I made Laya a promise.”
“A promise?” She finally looks up, meeting my gaze.
In her eyes, I see desperation. I imagine a scene where this incredibly intelligent girl watches on from inside the castle as the world begins to crumble around her.
The threat of Chaos. Those three worthless heroes. And me, the False Hero.
There’s no doubt—she foresaw the fall of this world if things were left as they are.
I agree with her fears. Despite their strength, a voice inside me is screaming that those three heroes lack something needed to save this world.
“I promised Laya that we would become the most powerful people this world has ever seen.” I hold her eyes for several, long seconds. “And I intend to keep that promise.”
Hope floods her. “Does that mean … you intend to do battle with Chaos?”
“Maybe. But no matter how strong we become, we’re still just one, small group.”
Lumina nods. “Yes. If only we could gain the support of the four races…”
Perhaps I could speak to the elves when I arrive in their lands—see if they’re willing to help.
I’m still a long way from obtaining the strength I need to even think of battling Chaos, but if the light is just right and I squint my eyes, I can just barely make out a path toward that future.
“No use dwelling on it right now. I’m still far weaker than the other heroes.”
“Is that true? You seem very powerful to my eyes—although I haven’t seen the other heroes fight.”
“If you see them again, [Scry] them. I’m sure there’s a massive difference in our levels.”
“Okay.”
“Well, it’s getting pretty late now. You should probably head to bed. We’re going to get an early start tomorrow.”
“Right.” She looks to the tent but doesn’t move. “Um, Sir Lutz…” she starts.
“What is it? Need to go to the bathroom?”
“T-That’s not it…!” Her face flushes red, and I let out a small chuckle.
She begins to pout. “It’s not nice to tease girls, you know.” Despite her puffed cheeks, I can clearly see the small smile on her lips.
“I know, I know. But I just can’t help it sometimes.”
“What a bad habit to acquire…” She sighs. “I was simply curious. What was it like in your world?”
“Ah, Earth, huh? Been a while since I’ve given that place much thought.”
“Don’t you miss it? I had assumed you were on a journey to find a way home.”
“Back there? No way. It’s far too boring.”
“Eh?” Lumina’s eyes widen. “Then, you want to stay here?”
“Of course. I told you when I was first summoned, didn’t I? There’s no magic on Earth.”
“Then how do you survive against the monsters?”
I lean back in my chair. “No such thing as monsters, either. Like I said, it’s boring.”
“No way. So, there’s peace?”
“Peace?” A laugh escapes me. “For some, yes. I was lucky enough to be born in a powerful country. Things like war weren’t even enough of a threat to consider. That wasn’t the case for everyone, though. Plenty of people suffered every day from conflicts.”
“I suppose that’s only natural. Even before Chaos arrived, there was constant battle. Civil wars, campaigns against other human countries, and conflicts with the beastmen. There was always an excuse to send young men to their death.”
“I guess people are the same no matter the planet.”
Lumina seems to want to chat more, so I bring out two cups and a pitcher of tea. I placed the tea in my [Inventory] immediately after brewing it, so I can see steam rising from our cups after I fill them. Of course, the pitcher vanishes immediately after in order to keep it fresh.
“So you even use it for things like this.”
“Sometimes, it’s the small pleasures that make life worth living.”
Somehow, I suddenly miss having my companions with me tonight.
This will be the first night since we met that I haven’t brushed Laya’s hair before bed.
I’ve grown fond of brushing Alisha’s hair, as well. The way she leans into my hand as I scratch her ears always fills me with peace and relaxation. Without those two—and Belle’s antics—the night feels a little dreary.
Perhaps she senses the sudden shift in my mood because Lumina appears to be hesitating to speak.
It’d be rude to let the night end on a sour note.
“As for me, I was a nobody on Earth. So at the very least, I guess I should thank you for summoning me here.”
Lumina’s taken aback by my words. “I—I see. I’m glad to hear that you’re happy. But were you truly not a person of great renown on Earth?”
“Nope. Just a regular low-level manager.”
“Manager?”
“Let’s see…” I try to think of a good way to explain it to her. “Baron is the lowest class of nobility, right?”
“Yes, if you don’t include landless nobles, such as baronets.”
“Well, I guess you could consider me somewhere around baronet, in that case. I was nowhere near the top of the power structure on Earth.”
“I understand. Yet, the Goddess chose you for a reason. Surely there must be something about you.”
“If there is, then I’d like to know as well.”
Lumina finishes the last of her tea, then places the cup on my side of the table. I send it back to my [Inventory], along with my own.
“I believe I’ll be heading to bed now, Sir Lutz.”
“Alright. I’m going to take a bath and stay up for a bit longer.”
She nods and walks toward the tent but stops as she nears the opening. “Um, perhaps I should have realized this earlier, but…” She peeks at me from the corner of her eye. “There’s two bedrolls in the tent…”
“Oh, right. Take whichever one you want.”
“T-that’s not exactly what I was insinuating…”
“Hm?” Realization hits me as I see her fidgeting uncomfortably.
Ah. Of course a princess would never sleep alone with a man.
“Don’t worry,” I say with a playful smile. “I don’t bite.”
“You’re teasing me again, aren’t you…!”
I shrug and see Lumina’s anxiety fade away as she enters the tent.
Now that I’m alone, I walk past the partition, then tip the bathtub over and watch as the water spills out. After refilling it, I sink into the hot water with a satisfied sigh.
That girl’s entirely too sheltered. But I have to give her credit for making this journey, despite her upbringing.
Speaking of her upbringing, whoever trained her at the castle must have real combat experience.
Despite claiming she lacks training, Lumina had already learned the basics of combat and teamwork from her teacher. She doesn’t have much experience on an actual battlefield, but she was able to quickly apply her training, allowing me to move on to more advanced tactics and strategies earlier than I expected.
This reminds me of the time I spent training Laya after fleeing from Silvia.
I’ve been training Alisha and Belle since we departed from Reim, but unlike Laya, they already had plenty of combat experience during their time as slaves. Thanks to that, I was able to mainly focus on teaching them how to fully utilize their roles within our group, rather than training them individually.
Unfortunately, we don’t have much time. Lumina will have to make do with what little I can teach her before we get back to Antara.
No, wait. Surely she won’t suddenly say something like she wants to travel with me, right?
I imagine a scenario that I find disturbingly likely, where Lumina tells us we can travel in her ornate carriage if we let her join us.
Whatever. I’ll deal with it after we reunite with Laya and the others.
After soaking my body, I send all the bathing items back to my [Inventory], and as I walk by the tent, I sneak a peek at Lumina and see her sleeping peacefully.
She really was exhausted. Can’t blame her, but she should be a little more honest about it. Her and Laya both like to act tough, no matter how worn out they are.
Now that I’m alone, I can finally test out the new ability I obtained. I remove a cheap ring from my [Inventory] and place it on the ground in a clearing at one end of the camp site. I gained another enhancement to my [Enchant] skill.
Finally, after what feels like far too long, I can create artifacts.
An artifact is essentially just an item with a spell formation embedded inside it, allowing the holder to cast magic that they normally cannot.
If this works, then I’ll need to be very careful about telling others. I’ve told Lumina most of my secrets, but I may have to keep this one from her.
With my hand still on the ring, I fill the artifact with my mana. The spell formation within it activates, and a glowing pattern expands out from it.
The ring crumbles to dust, leaving only the softly glowing design on the forest floor. I turn and walk to the other side of the camp, stopping just before the line of trees, then begin channeling my mana into a spell formation.
The cast time for the magic I’m casting is so long that even with the reduction from [Manipulate Mana], it takes me nearly half a minute. Eventually, I complete my spell, and as I hold my magic at the ready, goosebumps crawl up my arms as the excitement of playing with my new abilities fills me.
This world—there really is nothing else like it.
With a smile, I activate my newly acquired third-tier Dark spell: [Teleport].
My vision warps, and I find myself briefly in that weightless plane, with my senses and thoughts disrupted. It ends quickly, and when I open my eyes, I’m standing in the middle of that glowing pattern alongside the dusty remains of the ring.
Alright! It worked!
This means I can set up teleportation circles to quickly move large distances!
I’ll need to make the journey at least once in order to place the circle, but after that I can teleport there as long as it remains undamaged. The spell can also be used without a circle but doing so greatly reduces the range.
Before I learned the spell, I assumed the range reduction wouldn’t be a big deal, but I was wrong.
As usual, the backlash from using Dark magic is no joke.
I wipe the sweat from my forehead while doing a bit of mental calculations for future reference.
Seems I can only use [Teleport] three times before I run out of mana. Well, technically four times, but I’d have to be really desperate to do that.
Normally, when I’m not casting, I can feel my mana refilling at a quick pace, but right now, it’s as if something’s blocking my mana regeneration.
So, it’s as I thought, then. [Teleport]’s backlash is temporarily removing the mana used to cast the spell from my maximum mana supply. Seems like it takes about an hour before the backlash ends and the mana begins to refill.
Using it in quick succession will essentially leave me unable to cast spells for an entire hour. Doing so would be foolhardy, so it’s important to know when it’s safe to utilize it.
Well, I can always create some artifacts enchanted with [Teleport] for use in a pinch. But they have their own downsides…
Now that I have some experience creating artifacts, I’ve found several troubling points about them, as well. Most importantly, in order to imbue an item with a spell, it costs several times more mana than it takes to cast. For weak spells, it’s not a big deal, but for spells like [Teleport], it can be a huge problem.
I enchanted the ring I used to create this teleportation circle while I was carrying Lumina on the highway. I had full mana before enchanting it, but afterwards, I was nearly drained.
Fortunately, I was already sweaty from physical exertion, so Lumina didn’t pick up on the fact that I had virtually no mana for over an hour. During that time, I was quite panicked, wondering if my mana would ever return, so when it finally began filling up again, I secretly breathed a huge sigh of relief.
Still, even with all the downsides, [Teleport] is freakin’ awesome! You better believe I’m going to abuse the hell out of it! Laws against Dark magic be damned!
In a good mood thanks to the success of my experiment, I scroll through other third-tier spells. Thanks to the twenty bonus skill points I received when I unlocked my new Heroic skill, I finally had a chance to expand my spell list again.
I can’t afford to waste skill points, though. Not only do I have to keep progressing as a Wind mage, but now I need to learn Fire spells in order to train Belle.
On top of that, there’s crafting skills like [Enchant] which are essential to powering all of us up. At this rate, I’ll never have enough skill points…
Of course, learning the third-tier Wind spell, [Lightning] is common sense, so I placed a skill point in it, and even though Belle can’t learn it until level 25, I’ve already placed a point into the third-tier Fire spell, [Fire Pillar].
Fire magic is particularly powerful, so I’m sure I’ll get some use out of it myself until Belle is able to learn it.
As usual, I ignore the Earth spells. Nobody in our party uses that element, and I simply don’t have the spare skill points to branch into it.
I’ve been slacking on Light spells recently, as well. I’ve asked Belle a lot of questions about the spells I haven’t learned, trying to find any that may come in handy. She has a good grasp of all the spells through third-tier, but few manage to ever acquire fourth-tier, known as Heroic-class magic, so she doesn’t know much about them.
I guess it’s called Heroic-class for a reason. Belle said that if we exclude the summoned heroes, then the number of people who’ve managed to learn fourth-tier magic probably doesn’t even reach into the triple-digits.
As for the fifth-tier, which they refer to as Divine-class, there’s only been one person in all of recorded history who’s managed to reach it. It’s the same summoned hero who created the summoning circle that brought me to this world.
He was from the very first group of summoned heroes, chosen to help protect the four races from a scourge of demons who emerged from the mountainous region on the far eastern edge of the continent, beyond the elven lands.
Also, he was the only elf to have ever been chosen as a hero.
I wonder why he chose a human country to place the summoning circle. Was that what the Goddess wanted?
Well, whatever. Not like I can ask him now. He’s been dead for hundreds of years.
Since I’ve already used several skill points, I decide to hold off on the rest until I play around with my new spells and see if I find anything lacking.
I plop back down in my chair, and the empty table in front of me is suddenly filled with various pieces of armor, along with a shield.
I hope Alisha’s okay without her equipment.
There’s no sense in her wearing armor everywhere she goes, so she’s usually in one of her sets of clothes until it’s time to fight. Of course, that ended up backfiring on us this time.
Still, it gives me the opportunity to power up her equipment with stronger enchantments, so it’s not all bad.
I wipe the buffs on them and replace them with more powerful versions, keeping them solely focused on defense again. Like last time, I end up essentially doubling the strength of the enchantments, so I’m quite satisfied.
I send the armor back to my [Inventory] and pull out my own combat clothes, which I put in storage after my bath since I’m wearing my sleepwear.
Like before, I power them up. Rather than min-maxing them like I did with the others, I maximize the efficiency of each piece by placing the buffs and stats that go well with that particular item.
Despite my attempt to specialize, I still ended up as a bit of a jack-of-all-trades. My stats are all extremely high, and even my lowest stat, Intelligence, rivals that of competent mages. Thanks to that, I can make good use of each of the four main stats, so I prioritize raising my pure numbers as high as I can get them.
Satisfied with the result, I disenchant my teleportation circle to hide the evidence, then walk into the tent, lay down on the empty bedroll, and pull the thin covers over my body.
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Chapter 11: Small Talk

----- Laya -----
 
I sit down on the side of one of the two beds in the room we rented for the night. It’s soft, highlighting the quality of the inn.
To our surprise, Elise showed up at our room after escorting the vampire to the marquis estate. Fortunately, the two beds are large enough that we can all fit on them without a problem, allowing Elise to spend the night with us without having to rent a second room.
Belle and Elise sit at the table, sipping on a light alcoholic drink, while Alisha lies sprawled out on the other bed.
Despite several casts of [Cure] and [Restore], dark splotches can still be seen on Alisha’s body from the vampire’s [Blood Spray] spell. Although it’s gradually vanishing, her strength and agility are still drained from the spell’s effect.
Elise is a much higher level than us, so I can understand why she was able to overcome that fear from the [Hypnosis] spell, but how did Alisha manage it with her extremely low Intelligence stat?
I guess levels and stats can’t account for everything. Something in her pushed her into desperate action, allowing her to move forward when it should have been impossible.
Alisha has always overcompensated for her weakness, forcing herself beyond her limits. It makes me a bit worried for her, but she’s trying so hard for our sake, so it’s difficult to ask her to relax a bit more.
Now I understand how Lutz feels when he tells me I’m pushing myself too hard…
As I refresh the [Cure] and [Restore] spells on her again, I notice that her breathing has become slow and steady.
Asleep, huh. She must have really exhausted herself.
Despite her relatively high level, her stats are comparatively low. Since we had to wake up well before daybreak in order to sneak into the city, we’ve been up for a long while. With the mental and physical stress of the day and the [Blood Spray] debuff still affecting her, she must have reached her limit.
As I’m lost in thought, Belle looks across the table to Elise. “So, why did you decide to stay with us tonight?”
“There’s nothing more for me to do at the marquis estate, so I decided it would be wise to get to know each other better since we will be fighting a tough battle together tomorrow.”
Belle swishes the alcohol around in the cup. “It’s not like we can train or anything tonight.”
“Even so, I believe that simply spending time together will be beneficial for us. Besides, there’s something you need to know.”
“Oh? What is it?”
“Marquis Frans has been working with the vampires.”
“What!?” A rare exclamation leaves my lips. “Did he give into their promises of everlasting life? The fool will be disappointed when he finds out the truth of that ‘life’.”
Elise shakes her head. “No, his reasons are more personal. They kidnapped his son and are using his life as leverage to force his obedience.”
Hearing her words dampens my anger. “I see. Perhaps I judged him too harshly, then.”
“It’s fine. I got a bit heated myself when I found out. His actions ultimately led to Princess Lumina’s kidnapping, after all.”
“That’s true,” Belle says. “I’m surprised he’s still alive.”
“I’ve learned my lesson. I won’t let my emotions control me like that again. Especially now that we’re making progress toward our reunion, which reminds me—Marquis Frans said that there’s a very powerful individual currently visiting the city who may be able to help us.”
“Oh?” I look at her curiously. “Who’s that?”
“The guild master of the Orakian Adventurer’s Guild, Arcana.”
“Ah…” I turn my face from Elise.
“Hm? What’s with that look? She’s an elf, you know? Perhaps you two would get along nicely.”
Belle lets out a snicker. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
Elise looks confused but doesn’t push the issue. “Well, Marquis Frans is going to meet with her in the morning. After we clean out the vampire camp, we may end up working together, so be prepared.”
I nod, knowing that it’s the best course of action.
Silence falls over the room as I think upon the meeting we had with Arcana. Her strange behavior continues to puzzle me, but no matter how much I consider it, I can’t come up with any clear motivations behind her words.
I really lost control back then. I can’t allow myself to play into my opponent’s hands like that again.
Belle leans back in her chair. “It feels strange not having Lutz here. He’s always so confident, like he knows exactly what he needs to do. If it weren’t for Laya taking over, I don’t know what would have happened.”
I feel my face flush at Belle’s words. “I’m just putting into practice what Lutz taught me.”
“He taught you well, then,” Elise says. “You even bested me when I lost control.”
“T-thanks. So, did Frans know any useful information?”
“Not much, but he did verify quite a bit of Shade’s testimony. Seems they kept Marquis Frans in the dark about most of their plans, since he was only obeying thanks to their blackmail.”
“So,” Belle says, “nothing’s changed.”
“No. We attack the vampire’s camp tomorrow morning and find out where Princess Lumina and Sir Locke were teleported.”
“Mmm.”
Elise looks at Alisha, who’s lying face down. I trace the path of her eyes and notice that she’s looking at her slave seal, which is peeking out from beneath her shirt.
“Why is it that you three are still slaves? Has Sir Locke refused to release your seals?”
“No,” I answer. “He told me long ago that he plans to remove my slave crest. We simply haven’t had the opportunity.”
“Shouldn’t such a thing be a priority?”
“Eh, it’s not a big deal,” Belle says casually. “He hasn’t used the slave seal since the first day we met. After we earned his trust, he began to let us do and say whatever we want.”
“Truly a strange relationship. I’ve heard of slaves who were happy with their master, but I’m sure each of them would jump at the opportunity to be released from slavery.”
“We don’t mind waiting,” I say. “We’ll have the chance to remove the seals soon enough.”
Elise takes a sip from her cup. “You mean when you reach the elves?”
“Mmm. So you do know where we’re heading.”
“Yes. Princess Lumina deduced your destination. She has a habit of being right about these kinds of things.”
So that’s how they found us. That princess would be a fearsome opponent if she’s capable of that much foresight.
Although I don’t have much faith in most humans, Elise seems like an honorable girl. I’ve yet to see any acts that would cause me to question her motives, and even though we didn’t have much time to study the princess, I still feel as though she honestly wanted to speak with Lutz.
No, it wasn’t just that. It’s as if she were desperately seeking him for deep, personal reasons.
“Princess Lumina had assumed that he’s traveling to the elven lands in order to escort you home.”
“That’s not the case.”
“Oh? Why, then?”
“Simple. Lutz is interested in seeing the elven countries, so that’s where we’re going.”
Elise moves her eyes from me to Belle, who shrugs her shoulders while shaking her head.
“Don’t tell me Sir Locke plans to simply visit the elven lands as if he were a tourist on vacation…”
Belle smiles. “You get used to that kind of stuff from Lutz after a while.”
“Surely he’s aware of the dire circumstances humanity faces, is he not? A vacation at a time like this is…”
Elise trails off, perhaps not wanting to insinuate that Lutz’s actions are wrong.
When viewed from an outside perspective, it’s easy to see his intentions as selfish. However…
“And what do you suggest he do?” I ask. “Charge into the lands of Chaos by himself?”
“T-that’s not what I meant…”
Belle sighs. “I know how you feel, but think about it—to humanity, he’s as evil as Chaos itself. Where else can he go but to another race’s lands?”
Elise finishes her cup of alcohol in one large gulp, then sits in silence for several seconds. “I understand. It’s we who are being selfish. After what we did to him, we come begging for his aid. Yet, what else can we do? At this rate, not just humanity, but all of the four races will be wiped out.”
Elise is right. If the other three heroes are as poorly equipped to defeat Chaos as I’ve heard, then the fate of the world may very well depend on Lutz.
I lay back onto the bed and look at the ceiling above, my legs still hanging off the side. “His actions may seem strange right now, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned during my time with Lutz, it’s to not underestimate him.”
“Are you suggesting that he has a plan…?”
“If he does, he hasn’t shared it with us. But that doesn’t worry me. I believe in him, so I’ll continue to follow him, no matter where he leads us.”
“Yeah. If it weren’t for him, Alisha and I would probably be rotting in a prison somewhere by now. The least we can do is trust him.”
“He must truly be an honorable man to have earned your faith so deeply.”
Belle smirks, and I sigh inwardly, knowing what that look means. “We’re not the only ones who believe in him.”
“Oh? There are others?”
“Yeah,” Belle’s smirk deepens. “I’m sure by now your princess is fawning over him.”
“T-there’s no way. She’s far too young for—” She looks to me, then to Alisha. “Wait, don’t tell me he…” She trails off as anxiety creeps into her face.
“No,” I say flatly. “He treats us like his daughters.”
“Yeah,” Belle says with a sigh. “It’s frustrating sometimes…”
Relief floods Elise’s face. “Thank the Goddess.”
“Enough about us, though,” Belle says. “What about you? You nearly went crazy when the princess disappeared. You may be her guard, but there’s obviously more to it than that.”
Elise sits back in her chair, and her eyes grow distant. “It’s thanks to Princess Lumina that the Valeria family—my family—was spared from execution.”
“Seriously? That young girl managed that?”
“She wasn’t even a young girl at the time. This was three years ago, when Princess Lumina was nine years old.”
“So, she was exceptional, even as a little girl,” I remark.
“After we were exonerated, I asked His Majesty to appoint me as Princess Lumina’s attendant. However, he denied my request, stating that he’d only approve of me if I could defeat one of his powerful personal guards.”
“That’s quite a task to expect of a young girl—almost as if he were looking for an excuse to deny you.”
“That was precisely his goal. The Valeria family is known for our subterfuge and cunning nature. That’s why the other noble families attempted to rid themselves of us—they feared what we knew about their vile estates. I have no doubt the king assumed my request was a ploy for us to plant a spy in his family.”
“Obviously, that’s not the case,” Belle says. “Even I can tell how attached you are to the princess.”
“Yes. We were acquainted even before the charges of high treason were brought against my family. At first, I had assumed she was like the others.”
Elise pours another cup of alcohol and takes a sip. “I was trained from a young age to peer into the darkness of the powerful families that rule this nation. It was … difficult—seeing the dichotomy between their words during the day and their actions at night.
“But she was different,” Elise continues. “I could find no stain on her character, despite spending many weeks looking for one. I couldn’t decide whether I had failed, or if she was indeed that clean. I found my answer shortly after, when she single-handedly prevented the ruin of our family.”
“So that’s where your dedication comes from,” I say. “But how did you defeat the king’s guard?”
“Much to my family’s dismay, I never showed an aptitude for magic. However, my sword arm is unmatched, so by then, I was already a competent soldier from my endless hours of training.
“I knew that I wouldn’t be satisfied until I was strong enough to protect the light that shone through the darkness of my life, so I became an adventurer. I took on quests that others considered suicidal, and many times, I came back on the brink of death. Yet, with each quest, I took another step toward my goal.
“Nearly one year ago, I challenged His Majesty’s guard to a duel—and won. Ever since then, I’ve dedicated everything to helping Princess Lumina achieve her dreams.”
Belle had been listening in silence, a rarely seen serious expression on her face. I can understand her feelings; I didn’t expect their relationship to have been formed on such a turbulent foundation. Yet, it seems to have given both of them someone they can rely on.
Elise stands after finishing her second cup of alcohol. “We should sleep. We’ll be leaving Antara before sunrise.”
Belle takes her place beside Alisha, while Elise joins me. Thanks to my small size, there’s plenty of spare room on the bed as we doze off.
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Chapter 12: A Hero’s Gift

----- Lutz -----
 
I slowly open my eyes as a powerful source of mana enters my detection range.
As long as I keep [Sense Mana] activated as I fall asleep, it will continue to pick up on the energy around me throughout the night.
The animals and weaker monsters don’t set off any alarm bells for me; they’re actually quite soothing, like the white noise from a fan that lulls me to sleep.
However, the powerful mana I feel now is like the sharp crash of a glass shattering on a kitchen floor. Of course such a sudden, intense feeling would wake me.
I sit up and look through the small gap where the flap of the tent is tied off to keep small animals from wandering in during the night.
No sign of light. I wonder how long we have until sunrise…
It’s difficult to tell the time at night without a clock. Thanks to my high Intelligence stat, even small details such as the passing of time have become much easier for me to estimate, but even I have a hard time of it when just waking up after sleeping for an unknown number of hours.
I silently make my way to the tent’s flap and untie it. Stepping outside, I search for the dim light of the moon as it struggles to penetrate the thick canopy.
Still a couple hours before sunrise, huh.
Compared to the sun, the moon’s orbit changes dramatically over the course of the lunar cycle. I’ve gotten a better grasp on reading the time based on its position, but I still have a long way to go before I can narrow it down so precisely.
I’ve slept long enough, but I’m not so sure about Lumina.
Should I leave her and go defeat the monster myself?
After thinking about it for a few seconds, I can only imagine a scene where Lumina scolds me for not allowing her to join in on the battle.
Whatever. She’ll be fine. We’re getting close to Antara, so she can rest more when we reach the city.
With my decision made, I re-enter the tent. “Hey, Lumina. Rise and shine.”
She slowly turns over and stretches her body as she looks up at me sleepily. “Y-yes? What is it?”
“A strong monster appeared nearby, so I’m gonna go on a little hunt. Interested?”
The drowsy look on her face slowly fades as my words sink in. She sits up and pushes the covers off her body before stretching her stiff muscles.
Every time I’ve laid eyes on Lumina, she’s had the aura of a princess. Her hair is always meticulously maintained, her posture is perfect, and her movements are graceful. She even wears Alisha’s sleepwear with an elegance others would find difficult to match.
Yet, as I watch her cover a yawn with her hand, I can only see a normal, young girl.
It should have been obvious from the start, but … she’s really not much different than any other girls her age.
She looks at the smirk on my face. “W-what is it?”
“Even princesses get bed hair, huh?”
She blushes as she begins to straighten her messy hair with her hands, so I hand her a brush, which she quickly uses to make herself look proper.
“Really, that habit of yours…” She pouts as she looks up at me.
“Like I said, I can’t help it.”
She stands and I see her eye the dress sitting on the small rack I normally use to hold my clothes while bathing.
I’m also in sleepwear, but as Laya likes to say, I’m a cheater. So, as Lumina looks back to me, I raise my hand, and her eyes follow my fingers. With a snap, my sleepwear vanishes, replaced by my usual combat clothes.
Her eyes widen. “T-that’s amazing…”
I hesitate as she looks at me with sparkles in her eyes.
Should I give it to her, after all?
It’s unusual for me to be so indecisive, but this is a decision I can’t make lightly. Nearly unconsciously, I remove a ring from my [Inventory], but keep it hidden in my curled fist as I peer into her eyes.
“Lumina…” The playfulness in my voice is gone, but I cut my words short, unable to take that last step.
“Yes?” She stares curiously at my sudden change in tone.
“If … if you do well in this fight, I’ll give you a reward.” I decide to leave my decision in her hands and send the ring back to storage.
If she can prove to me that she’s absorbed my training, then I’ll trust her with this ring.
Even I know that I’m only trying to excuse myself from making this decision, but now that I’ve given her this condition, there’s no going back.
She perks up at my words. “Truly!? Then I’ll do my very best!”
I step outside and Lumina quickly changes into her high-class dress. Then, we head toward the source of the powerful mana that’s moving slowly at the edge of my detection range.
It doesn’t seem to be coming toward us. It’s probably just moving around its territory, but if it’s this close to the roads, it’s only a matter of time until it begins wreaking havoc—if it hasn’t done so already.
“Let’s go. Follow me, but keep [Sense Mana] activated, and let me know when you can feel it.”
“Understood.”
I quickly send all my camping gear back to my [Inventory] and lead the way deeper into the forest.
After closing about two-thirds of the distance toward the monster, Lumina speaks up. “I can feel it. It’s powerful…”
“Yes. Maybe it’ll serve as a good test.”
“Test? For me?”
“That too, but there’s something else, as well.”
Lumina appears curious but doesn’t say anything else. Soon, we’re close enough that we need to silence our footfalls with [Air Step].
I motion for Lumina to hide next to me behind a huge tree, and we peer around its trunk. Slithering along the forest floor is a serpent-like creature. Although its two-dozen foot-long body is that of a snake, it has the head of a woman, with its body covered in deep-green scales.
“A naga…” Lumina whispers.
I [Scry] the creature, and sure enough, she’s correct.
“Level 26. Pretty strong.” I look to Lumina. “I’ll protect you during the battle, but that doesn’t mean you can be sloppy—especially if you want that reward.”
“I understand. I won’t disappoint you.” A fierce determination fills her eyes.
Seems like she’s the dedicated type. If she continues her training, she’ll be an amazing mage one day.
“Then, you’re in charge.”
Lumina’s mind reaches out toward my own, and after accepting her invitation, I feel our thoughts merge.
“Distract it while I cast.”
“Understood.”
I dash out from the tree, and brazenly charge toward the naga. It turns to me and hisses, a forked tongue protruding from its human face.
I quickly close the distance, entering melee range. Normally when Lumina’s in charge, I hold myself back to prevent wiping out the enemies too quickly. However, this monster is powerful enough for me to take the battle more seriously, so I immediately strike out, scoring a hit on its snake-like body.
The scales that cover the monster resist my spear, but they can’t fully protect it. I feel a scale shatter, and the tip sinks into the soft flesh beneath.
The naga lashes out with its tail in retaliation, but I manage to leap over it as it sweeps beneath my feet. As I fly through the air, I land another blow on its upper body, just below its head, with the force of my attack pushing me backwards, putting some distance between us.
Lumina uses the opportunity to unleash her [Maelstrom]. It appears from behind a nearby tree and catches the naga in its blind spot.
Her spell is only rank 1, so despite the strength of her magic, the naga is able to fight against the Water magic’s powerful currents, preventing it from being dragged along with the spell as it continues moving forward.
However, during the monster’s struggle, she immediately follows up her attack with another spell, and her enormous, rank 3 [Ice Lance] zips through the air at tremendous speed, striking the naga in the side of its face.
The creature thrashes violently from the pain and turns toward the direction the magic came from. However, Lumina has already moved from her location, hiding the sound of her footfalls with [Air Step].
With its attention diverted, I release my own [Ice Lance]. Since it’s only rank 1, it’s far smaller and slower than Lumina’s, but nevertheless, it’s enough to draw its aggro back to me.
Suddenly, I feel the mana inside the monster begin to form into a familiar pattern.
What? A monster is casting a spell?
Sure enough, when it completes its channeling, it opens its mouth, releasing the second-tier Earth spell, [Acid Splash].
Since I’m prepared for the projectile spell, I easily avoid the ball of thick acid as it hurtles toward me. I hear it splash onto the ground a short distance behind where I once stood, and the smell of burning vegetation fills the area.
I continue to hold the naga’s attention, toying with it as I inflict wounds large enough to threaten it but small enough to not kill it too quickly. After all, the purpose of this fight is to test Lumina’s growth—and grow she has.
Lumina continues to move unseen, using the massive trees that make up this forest as cover. She places herself in an advantageous position, then gives me orders to retreat when she sees a good opportunity to release her magic. Each cast has hit its target without fail, and afterwards, she relocates to prevent any potential retaliation.
She really is an intelligent girl. To think she’d improve this much in a single day.
“Great job, Lumina. Looks like the naga’s beginning to reach its limit.”
I eye the monster as its head hangs weakly, as if unable to support its weight with the strength it has left, while trails of blood cover its body, and dozens of its scales are shattered or missing.
“Yes. It won’t be much longer now!” Lumina responds.
“Yeah, and I’ve seen enough, so I’m going to finish it.”
“Ah, alright.” Lumina’s voice carries a hint of nervousness, as if wondering if she’s managed to meet my expectations.
“Stay where you are and watch.”
“Understood.”
I position myself so that Lumina is safely toward my back, then I raise my hand at the naga as it slowly slithers in my direction.
Sorry for toying with you, but I’ll end it quickly now.
The spell I’m holding at the ready took longer to channel than even [Scorching Ray], the second-tier magic with the longest cast-time, with the amount of mana it took to form the spell also being far higher.
As I hold the completed formation within me, I can feel the powerful convergence of mana begging to be released. As if giving in to its demand, I focus the enormous amount of energy into a single point on my palm as it points toward the oncoming naga. Then, I unleash my magic.
With a thunderous crack, a streak of light instantly appears in my vision. It passes straight through the naga’s torso and continues on, disappearing into the depths of the forest behind it. It’s so bright that even as I move my eyes, I can still see the afterimage left behind by the intense flash of light.
The monster was nearly upon me when I released my spell, but after receiving my attack, it immediately falls, with its human head ending up a short distance from my feet.
Lumina steps out from the forest behind me. “Sir Lutz! That spell…!” She quickly closes the distance between us.
“I just recently reached level 25, and I unlocked third-tier spells—Master-class. That was the Wind magic, [Lightning].”
“Amazing. To think you could use Master-class spells at your age—no, perhaps I should simply congratulate you on your growth, Sir Lutz.”
“Thanks, Lumina.”
It’s still dark, but I can clearly pick up on the small blush that covers her face as her eyes drift off to the side, as if to avoid my gaze.
“Well, we might as well finish up here.”
I walk up to the naga’s corpse and retrieve my carving knife. With a practiced hand, I begin to remove the tough, green scales that cover its body.
Lumina comes over, looking to help me scavenge, so I hand her a blade and she copies my movements. She’s a bit clumsy at first, but I spend the time to show her the proper techniques. It doesn’t take her long to catch on, and together, we manage to gather over a hundred scales.
I take several fangs as well, but there’s not much else on its body that seems worthwhile, and I’m not particularly fond of scavenging innards—which are mostly use for potions—so we leave the rest for nature to deal with.
After we stand up, Lumina peers at me at me, her eyes filled with expectation. The look she’s giving me makes me want to bully her again, but I resist the urge and remove the ring from my [Inventory].
What is it about Lumina that makes picking at her so satisfying?
I end that line of thought as I hold my hand out toward her, a twin-banded ring resting on my open palm. Between the two, twisting bands is a single diamond, with the large, frosty-blue gemstone’s cloudy interior showcasing its lack of purity.
However, despite the flaws, it’s still a step above a typical emerald or sapphire, and the metallic bands holding it is made from pure silver, further increasing its ability to hold magic.
Due to its relative quality, I decided to use the ring as an experiment, enchanting it with a very special spell.
“This is for you. You’ve earned it.”
She plucks the jewelry from my hand. “A ring? It’s pretty.”
I eye the rings on her hands. Their quality and extravagance far exceed the simplicity of the one she now holds between her fingers, yet despite being unfit for a princess’ hand, she immediately places it on her right hand’s index finger.
“It’s not enchanted.” She doesn’t sound disappointed, but I certainly detect a bit of curiosity as she wonders why I’d make such a big deal out of a mediocre ring.
“It won’t make you stronger—not directly, anyway. Try filling it with your mana.”
She does as I suggest, and her eyes slowly grow wider as realization sets in. “T-this spell. Don’t tell me…!”
“Try it out.” I hold a single green scale out before her.
Lumina’s hand trembles in excitement as she reaches for it, and with obvious anticipation, she spreads her fingers out as the scale lies flat on her palm.
Suddenly, the scale vanishes, and her eyes meet mine as a smile slowly forms on her face. “Sir Lutz! This is amazing!”
“I figured you’d like it.”
“Of course! The Heroic skill, [Inventory]! To think you’d give me such a valuable reward—I don’t know how to repay you. Not just for the ring, but for everything…”
“Don’t worry about it. You’ve been working hard, risking everything to come find me for the sake of this world. I think you’ve earned your rewards already.”
Lumina’s eyes grow watery, and she wipes them with the back of her hand to prevent the tears from leaving streaks on her cheeks as they threaten to begin falling.
Uh, why is she suddenly crying…?
As I start growing uncomfortable, she begins to calm down. Although her royal demeanor returns quickly, it’s dulled by the tinge of red that circles her moist eyes.
“It’s just as I imagined. All these years, I dreamt of being where I am now. I … I had almost given up, yet I reached for that one last strand of hope—you.”
“Uh, well, t-thanks I guess.” Embarrassment fills me from her straightforward words, causing me to stutter.
As usual, I have a difficult time dealing with honest, direct gratitude, so I end up looking away awkwardly as Lumina works to remove the last traces of tears from her eyes.
“Some of your actions had me worried at first, such as the time you pocketed the coins from the bandit’s hideout. However, those worries have long since vanished. Traveling with a hero is every bit as satisfying as I imagined it to be.”
“That so? Did the heroes in your imagination have my thorny attitude?” I smile at her playfully.
“D-don’t dispel my illusions, Sir Lutz!” She sighs. “You really are a handful.”
I laugh, and Lumina joins me. With the awkward atmosphere gone, I turn to the north, my eyes locked in the direction where I sense a gathering of many powerful sources of mana.
They’re not as strong as the naga was, but there’re so many. Is it some kind of infestation?
“Looks like we’ve got one more task before we head back.”
Lumina looks at me curiously. “What do you mean?”
“There are a lot of monsters to the north. They’re far stronger than the devil hounds and other groups we’ve fought recently.”
“Truly?” Lumina looks north, matching the direction of my gaze. “If left undefeated, they may begin terrorizing the area.”
“Yeah, my thoughts exactly. They’re not really a huge threat to me, but we can’t let our guard down.”
“Yes. I will be careful.”
Since we’re in agreement, I begin walking toward those mana sources. We have to make a small detour to get around a rather thick clump of spiderwebs spanning the length of several trees, but it’s better than getting covered in the sticky thread.
A few minutes later, Lumina speaks up. “I can feel them now. They’re weaker than the naga, but there are so many. Can we really defeat them all?”
“Don’t worry. This is nothing compared to the swarm we faced in Reim. The ratmen back then were weaker than these monsters, but there were ten times more of them. Yet Laya, Alisha, and Belle managed to defeat them all.”
“That’s true. I’ll do my best, then.”
“I’m sure you’ll do just fine.” I use my spear to clear a spiderweb from the path ahead of us as I speak.
Waiting for me just a few steps behind the web is another, and I reluctantly stop to get rid of it. As I do so, I look around and notice that the forest is littered with milky-white webs. They span between the trunks of trees and cover the branches above us, making it look as if the forest is covered in frost.
Don’t tell me…
Not long after, we reach our destination. Several of the creatures are moving around the outskirts of their nest, so we slow down as we draw near. I look toward one of the monsters closest to us, and through the gaps in the trees, I spot exactly what I expected to see.
Ugh. Giant spiders. These things are creepy as hell.
Each of the spider’s legs are as large as my own, yet it nimbly crawls along the branches as it continues to spin its web. Its body is covered in short, reddish-brown fur, while its eight, pitch-black eyes peer around, as if in search of prey.
Lumina takes a peek from beside me and her hand comes up, covering her mouth in a desperate attempt to silence her gasp. With her other hand, she grasps onto my sleeve, and she steps so close to me that I risk bumping into her simply by turning my body.
“You don’t like spiders, huh?” I ask with a smile.
“N-no. They always seem to appear at the worst times…”
“Well, is there ever a good time for one to show up?”
“I suppose you have a point…”
“Normally, I don’t mind spiders, but even I don’t like them when they’re this large. Something about the way they scurry around just doesn’t sit right with me.”
Lumina nods vigorously. “I hate it when one suddenly starts crawling on my skin.” She rubs her neck with her free hand as she continues to hold onto my sleeve.
Hmm? Is she remembering an incident when a spider was crawling on her neck?
It’d be rude to ask, so I ignore my thoughts. “We should get started. If this infestation of spiders were to spread, it’d be a disaster for the nearby villages.”
“Yes. It’s a bit scary, but they’re just like any other monster, right?” Lumina looks to me for confirmation.
“That’s right. But, uh, I can’t really move…” I eye her hand that’s still tightly grasping my sleeve.
Lumina finally realizes the short distance between us and releases my coat as she steps back in a hurry. “M-my apologies!”
“Don’t worry about it.”
With my movement restored, I position myself as I begin channeling. “I’ll be taking charge this time. We need to clean them up quickly so we can get back on the road.”
“Understood. I’ll follow your lead then, Sir Lutz.”
I release my [Ice Lance], and the first spider falls from the branches, hitting the ground with a soft thud. Lumina releases her own spell, and another one is impaled by a shard of ice before joining its fellow on the forest floor.
We silently circle the nest, taking out spiders with [Wind Blade] and [Ice Lance] since they produce little to no noise. The few times we’re spotted, we make quick work of the monster before it even reaches us.
After dealing with all the creatures in the forest, we step up to the entrance of their nest. It’s a crude hole in the ground that slopes into the earth at a gentle angle. The mouth of the hole is clear of webs, but as I peer inside, I see a vast amount of them covering the walls and ceiling within.
“Disgusting,” Lumina says.
“Yeah, this is going to suck.”
Lumina looks at me curiously, and I realize that she probably doesn’t understand my use of slang.
“Let’s go,” I continue without explanation.
I step into the hole and begin walking into the darkness beyond. I channel my Light mana, and a glowing orb appears above me, illuminating the path ahead of us.
We continue deeper into the depths beneath the surface, the tunnel littered with webs. I wave my spear to clear a path, but before long, it’s covered in the sticky threads. However, the webs vanish instantly, and my spear is suddenly clean again.
“Tch. It’d be much easier if I could just send the webs to my [Inventory] as I walk.”
“You can’t? But they’re disappearing after you remove them from the walls.”
“Yeah, [Inventory] has some strange restrictions. For example, I can’t send equipment to my [Inventory] while it’s being worn, except for my own. It’s the same with these webs; I can only store them after removing them from the walls.”
“That is odd. You said living things cannot be stored, correct? Could it be that the skill considers the equipment and its wearer as a single item when worn? The same can be true of the web, with the entirety of the rock wall it’s attached to being part of the web, making it too massive to store.”
“Yeah, I had the same thoughts. Whatever it is, it’s a little annoying, but at least we won’t end up covered in webs, no matter how many we pass through.” I send another clump of webbing I remove from the ceiling into my inventory.
“Besides,” I continue, “looks like I’ll finally have the material I need to craft some nice equipment.”
“Ah, you’re right!” She reaches out and grabs a handful of webbing. “This can be woven into some very fine silk clothing!”
“Yep. I’ve already cast [Scry] on it. It’s head and shoulders above anything I’ve seen in the city markets.”
We continue deeper into the underground passage for a short distance, our path lit by the bright orb of light floating just above us. Soon though, the tunnel splits, giving us a choice between three paths.
“Hmm. There’s a large mana source coming from the passage ahead of us, but I can feel the presence of giant spiders scattered all around. We can’t just ignore them and take out the boss, so let’s sweep out the side passages first.”
As I finish speaking, Lumina faces toward the passage on our left, a tense look on her face. I can feel the mana from a spider closing in on us, so I create another orb of light and send it into the pathway. Sure enough, it illuminates the hairy body of a giant spider, its beady, black eyes peering at us.
“I hate this!” Lumina yells softly as she releases her [Ice Lance].
I can’t help but smile at her exaggerated reaction. “Well, might as well follow this path first.” I step into the tunnel that now contains the corpse of a giant spider.
“I guess… Should we mark our path so we don’t get lost?”
“Ah, that’s right. I never explained my other Heroic skill to you.”
“Eh? You have two?”
“Yeah, I just obtained it yesterday, so there’s still a lot I don’t know about it, but it specializes in this kind of thing.”
I give Lumina a quick explanation of my [Minimap] skill. She has a bit of a difficult time imagining some of the finer details because of her lack of experience with video games, but after I clear up a few of her questions, she catches on.
“How absurd,” Lumina says. “A map that fills itself in as you travel and even includes indicators for people and monsters.”
“Yep. After I’ve mapped out an area, I can see any creatures within it—as long as they’re within a certain distance of me. Once they get far enough away, their indicators disappear, but the distance is massive. The people of the town we saved from the bandits only just recently vanished from my [Minimap].”
Lumina’s eyes go wide. “We traveled so far already—probably two days’ walk by foot.”
“I know. It’s pretty cool, huh?”
“Yes, very, uh, cool.” Lumina awkwardly mimics my slang, despite obviously struggling to interpret its meaning.
I let out a small laugh. “Keep it up and maybe you can start a new trend with the commoners from all the new slang you’re learning from me!”
“H-hey, are you teasing me again!?” She pouts her lips as she stares at me.
“No way. You’re imagining it.”
She looks unconvinced, and I step forward to hide the smirk on my face as I lead her deeper into the tunnel.
The path is winding and splits several more times, often connecting back to itself in a maze-like pattern. Without my [Minimap], it would definitely be easy to get lost since all the walls look the same, and the twists and turns destroy any sense of direction.
But since I’m quite a cheater, none of that matters to me, and we make steady progress, defeating giant spiders and collecting their webbing along the way.
After half an hour of nonstop exploration and extermination, we finally manage to clear out the spider den, save for a single path.
I stop in front of an exceptionally wide tunnel. “Looks like it’s time for the boss.”
“Boss? Is that really how you would describe the brood mother of a giant spider infestation?”
“Of course.”
She sighs at my short, confident response but says nothing else, so I step forward. The path opens ahead, revealing an excessively large cavern, completely filled with intricate weavings of fine-looking webbings.
At the far end is a spider far larger than any of the others we’ve seen so far. Each leg is as thick as my body, and its fur is a deep red, with black streaks forming a distinct pattern across its body.
The eight, pitch-black eyes focus on us as we enter, and she stands. Even with the relatively large distance between us, I have to tilt my head up slightly to peer at her face.
Lumina grips my overcoat with her hands, a disgusted look on her face as she stares at the monstrous spider before us.
Wow. It really is called Broodmother. Did Lumina know that, or was it a lucky guess? Ah, well, no matter. Despite its size, it’s only level 22, so…
I release my spell, [Fire Pillar], and I have to squint my eyes against the bright flames as a wave of intense heat spreads through the cavern.
The Broodmother screeches from the center of the pillar of fire, and I release [Wind Blade], immediately followed by [Fire Ball] and [Maelstrom].
“Ah, you should cast something, Lumina. That way, you can get maximum experience from the kill.”
She stares at me for a second before regaining her wits. “R-right…”
She prioritizes speed, releasing her own [Ice Lance] toward the flames that still rage around the Broodmother.
After her spell lands, I repeat my spell combination, channeling magic as soon as the cooldown resets. It only takes a few casts until the screeching ends, and I see my experience bar fill a satisfying amount.
“There we go. Quest complete!” I turn to Lumina and see her staring back at me.
“Another Master-class spell? How many have you learned exactly?”
“Just those two so far. I’d rather not waste skill points on spells I don’t need, so I’m holding off on the rest. Although, I did learn the Master-class enchanting skill, [Master Enchanter], if that counts.”
Lumina holds my eyes, and I’m assaulted by her scrutinizing gaze, making me feel as if I’m sitting in an interrogation room with a police officer who’s giving me a chance to come clean for my crimes.
Does she know?
Lumina’s gaze returns to normal. “How convenient it must be to simply add those mysterious skill points to learn anything you want. I wonder if the other heroes are able to train themselves in a similar fashion.”
The fire from the [Flame Pillar] spell has long since vanished, so I begin walking toward the Broodmother’s corpse. “No idea.”
Lumina follows me, and we end up standing before the giant body as the distinct smell of charred hair assaults our noses.
There seem to be quite a few possible materials to be gained from scavenging, but I don’t really want to spend the time to do so right now.
I reach my arm out toward the corpse, and it vanishes.
From the corner of my eye, I see Lumina’s face slowly turn in my direction. “Sir Lutz, did you…”
“Well, I don’t want it to go to waste. Who knows how many cool materials I can gather from it.”
“That’s true. I’d rather not spend any additional time in this spider den, to be honest.”
“Agreed. But there’s one thing I just can’t pass up.” I walk to the back of the cavern, stopping just in front of a large amount of webbing. “The Broodmother spun herself quite a nest, and the silk that can be made from it far surpasses even that of the giant spiders.”
I make use of [Air Step] to reach the threads that hold the webbing in place along the ceiling and walls, cutting through them to detach it and allow me to send them to my [Inventory]. After several minutes of quick work, I’ve collected more than enough material to make me and my allies an entirely new set of clothing.
“There we go! Now this is the kind of reward I’d expect from an extermination quest like this!”
“You certainly do enjoy your adventures, don’t you?”
“Of course. I told you before, didn’t I? My old world was just too boring. Compared to that, this is like living the dream!”
Lumina smiles at my enthusiastic answer but says nothing.
With our task complete, I use my [Minimap] to find the quickest path out, and within minutes, we step out into the fresh, early morning air.
I peer through the forest canopy in the direction the sun will be rising. “Still no sign of light, huh? That’s good, I guess. We didn’t lose much traveling time, so hopefully we can still make it to Antara by midday today.”
“That would be fantastic.”
“Before we go, we should take a little break. I’ll be running nonstop at least until we reach the major highway the tavern owner mentioned, so I’d like to get a bite to eat first.”
“Yes, please. I’m not accustomed to skipping meals…” Lumina looks embarrassed at her lack of hardiness.
“Well, neither am I. Sure, with my high level, I can make do, but it really sucks to do physical activities on an empty stomach, so I always make sure to eat properly.”
“I suppose you’re right. It’s important to look after your health, isn’t it?”
I take out a table and a set of chairs before taking a seat. “Yep.”
Lumina joins me and together, we eat a light breakfast and wash it down with fresh, hot tea. The cool air has just the right amount of nip to it, which helps remove the sweat and fatigue from our dungeon crawl.
“Do you truly intend to do battle with Chaos when you get stronger?”
I lean back against the back of the chair and peer at the canopy above. “I guess so. I mean, do I really have a choice? You said it yourself. If we don’t defeat them, they might cause another catastrophe similar to what happened to those ancient civilizations.”
“Yes. I fear that will be our fate if things continue as they are.” She pauses. “Perhaps—perhaps I could teach you?”
“Teach me what?”
“About the fiends. I’ve never fought them myself, but I studied all the documented information we have on them time and again. Their battle formations, their tactics, their strategies—I know them all. Not only that, I know the strengths and weaknesses of each individual class of fiend. If you want, I can teach you all of it.”
That’s right. Lumina’s a smart girl. Of course she’d study the enemy she’s trying desperately to find a way to defeat.
“Yeah, I’d like that. I had a rough time of it when I fought that Berserker back in Reim. I didn’t know anything about it, so I was forced to fight defensively in order to study it.”
Lumina’s eyes grow excited. “Then, I’ll teach you every single thing I know!”
We finish our short rest, and as we start walking back to the road, Lumina begins going through the individual fiends, explaining everything the humans have been able to gather on them.
“As you know, Berserkers are tough and strong but can’t cast magic. They make up the bulk of the frontline for the armies of Chaos, and it’s not uncommon for them to field thousands of Berserkers in a single battle.”
“T-thousands!?” Lumina casually blows my expectations away.
“Yes. Otherwise, they could never stand against the fifty thousand strong army my brother, the crown prince Rhys, leads against them. The country of Vastela to the north is also battling Chaos, and even the beastmen from Belfast have joined—though we haven’t merged our armies.”
“So they have thousands of Berserkers in a single battle, even while fighting several other national-scale armies?”
“Not just Berserkers. There are other common fiends who number in the thousands, as well—such as Imps.”
“Imps? What are they like?”
“They have wings large enough to cover the entirety of their bodies, like a natural shield. They also use them as weapons, though their claws are no less deadly. The biggest threat they pose, though, is their use of Wind magic. They often leap over the frontline, seeking to engage the mages and archers.”
“Leap over? They don’t fly?”
“No, it seems their wings cannot carry their weight, so they use [Air Step], but they can only cast beginner-class magic, so their only offensive spell is [Shock]. Fortunately, they’re not particularly competent mages, so soldiers with enough magic resistance and enhanced with the [Resist] spell can often withstand the paralysis effect. They’re far weaker in a direct fight than Berserkers, as well.”
Ah right, [Resist]. Belle said it protects against status effects and debuffs. I should probably stick a skill point into it eventually.
“Gotchya. So they’re like mobile troops with an emphasis on flanking but go down easy if forced to fight a well-organized group of soldiers.”
“That’s correct. The common classes of fiends are dangerous enough, but the rare classes are on an entirely different level.”
We pass through the clearing we used as a camp, and I can still see the remnants of our firepit.
“Classes? So you’ve ranked them based on what exactly? Rarity?”
“Rarity and strength—though the two seem to go hand-in-hand. The more common the class of fiend, the weaker they are. Berserkers and Imps fall into such a category. However, mid-class fiends like Blighted are far more dangerous. There’s roughly one for every twelve Berserkers, and they can cast up to Advanced-class Dark magic.”
“Mage-type fiends, huh? Are they weak physically?”
“Yes. They typically stay behind the front lines, casting spells, though they often lead raiding parties into our lands with a handful of Berserkers, terrorizing our towns and cities.”
“Wait a second. The armies of Chaos are way more organized than I thought they would be. I had imagined them being like an infestation of monsters—just roaming and attacking. How do they even lead creatures as wild as Berserkers?”
“The answer to that question has confounded us for many years. Despite their chaotic temperaments, each creature obeys their commander’s words with absolute loyalty.”
“Words? They can speak?”
“Not all of them, and many of those that can have a limited vocabulary, such as the Blighted. It seems that the higher-class fiends are more intelligent. They are capable of matching our army’s tactics and strategies to some degree.”
“So high class fiends aren’t just stronger, but smarter? That’s a dangerous combination.”
“I agree. Fortunately, they are rare enough that our A and S-class adventurers can often move around the battlefield disposing of them. The biggest problem are the generals. Unlike the other class of fiends, each general is unique in both appearance and ability, so we never know what to expect when a new one appears.”
“Let me guess—the generals are even more powerful than the high-class fiends.”
“Correct. It takes dozens of our most powerful soldiers and adventurers to even challenge their general. Even then, we often fail to kill them, and with each encounter, we risk losing humanity’s top warriors. From the start of the war, we’ve lost over a quarter of our best men. Yet, the armies of Chaos seem to grow larger, despite their losses.”
“That sounds pretty bad. How do the other three heroes fare against the generals?”
“We’re not sure. Ever since they arrived on the battlefield, the generals have avoided combat.”
“Seriously? Are they afraid?”
Lumina shakes her head. “Fear is an emotion that none of the fiends seem to possess. Even when a Dark mage tries to instill fear into them with [Hypnosis], there’s no effect.”
“Huh…” I don’t have enough information to go on, so I change my line of thought. “You were right to start teaching me. Sounds like I’ve got a lot to learn if I ever decide to join the battle.”
“I’m glad to hear that. Then…”
Even after we reach the road and I begin running with her in my arms, Lumina continues to teach me using [Mental Link].
Seems our roles have reversed a little, huh? Now I’m the one being quizzed after each explanation.
After an hour, Lumina has finished with all the major bits of information, so I use the opportunity to make a suggestion.
“You’re level 19 now and have plenty of skill points remaining. Do you want to learn some more magic?”
“Truly? Of course!”
Lumina places her hands atop mine and I let my mana flow into her. We continue the training as I carry her, and she masters rank 1 [Fireball] and [Scorching Ray]. With her new offensive spells, she won’t be forced into a situation where all her attack spells are on cooldown as the enemies close in. Lastly, we spend her final Skill Points increasing her [Scry] to rank 3, unlocking the AoE property.
During the training, the forest that flanks us slowly thins, until we’re surrounded by grassy plains. I look over the land illuminated by the morning sun and see that it’s mostly flat, with small hills stretching out into the distance. There are no trees to hamper their growth, so the shrubbery and grass have claimed the landscape, growing thick and tall.
We’re still on the same small road that we’ve been traveling on since leaving that village, but if my estimation is correct, we should be arriving at the highway before long.
Guess I should use this chance to test it out, then.
After channeling my spell for a ridiculously long time, I look down on the princess who’s resting comfortably in my arms. “Hey Lumina, I know you have your reservations on … certain things. That’s fine. But I’m not a person of this world, and I gave up a lot of the morals that were instilled into me from my previous life in order to survive here.”
“I’m sorry…” Lumina says after I fall into a short silence while searching for the right words.
“No, it’s not your fault. That’s just the reality. Well, I guess what I’m trying to say is that we may not always see eye-to-eye on what’s right or wrong since we come from vastly different places, and I’ll use anything that increases my chances of survival even the tiniest bit as long as I don’t have to trample on innocent people in the process. Which is why…”
I’ve been jogging at a moderate pace to conserve my stamina, but I suddenly kick it up several notches, causing Lumina to grasp onto my coat in surprise.
“Laws, restrictions, rules, expectations—none of that matters to me! The only thing I care about is having the strength to protect the people who believe in me! If it’s for that reason, then I’ll use anything at my disposal, even…!”
As I continue to run at full speed, I release my spell. The scenery around us begins to disappear, like a mirage that vanishes the moment you reach it, replaced by a vast darkness that muddles both senses and thoughts. Like every other time I’ve come here, my mind is hazy, as if I were on the verge of falling into a deep sleep.
No, I’m still me, even here…!
I focus on the single thread of consciousness that connects my mind and body, throwing all of my concentration into a single goal.
I can feel them…
My legs are still in the same position as they were before I entered this space, but I can feel them moving ever so slightly, as if time were slowed to a mere fraction compared to the outside world. I can even feel the weight of Lumina in my arms as I continue to hold her.
I maintain my concentration, focusing on my body as the space around me begins to shift once again. Soon after, there’s a flash of color, and…
“Hah! That’s what I’m talking about!” I yell out loud as we reappear on the road, still moving at full speed.
“Sir Lutz, was that…!”
“Yep, the Master-class Dark magic, [Teleport]!”
“So you did learn it, as I suspected.”
“I knew you’d figured it out, so I decided I might as well come clean.”
I feel a bit worn from running at full speed, and with my maximum mana drained for the next hour, I don’t want to exhaust myself too much, so I slow my pace to a steady jog once more.
“As expected. There’s no need to refrain from using Dark magic if you’re already seen as a heretic.”
“Yeah, well, it’s a ridiculously useful spell, and I plan to use it whenever and wherever I want.”
“I understand. I trust that you won’t abuse it for nefarious means.”
She’s the princess of a nation that’s outlawed the unlicensed use of Dark magic and knows just how much hatred I have bottled inside, yet she ignores the laws of her own country and places her faith in me.
“I was always warned to not move during the teleportation else I’d risk falling when I reappear, but you managed to sprint the entire time. How?”
“That space really messes up the senses, but it doesn’t stop them. Your body’s still there, so you just have to use what little focus you have to maintain your sense of balance as the spell ends.”
“Is it truly that simple? No matter how many times I teleport, I can never feel my body at all…”
“Well, it’s definitely possible. You just saw it with your own eyes, right?”
“I guess I can’t argue with that. Still, please be careful. Using Dark magic is dangerous, especially [Teleport].”
“Ah, you mean because of the backlash? Yeah, that one cast took about a third of my entire mana, and it’ll be a full hour before it returns to me. Quite inefficient if you think about it. Sure, teleporting eight miles in an instant is nice, but the farther you teleport, the more mana it costs. Plus, the cost rises further the more people you carry with you.”
“Eh? An hour?”
“Yeah. If I were to cast it two more times, I’d be stuck without any mana for an hour. That’d be really dangerous.”
“Yes, but … Sir Lutz, Dark mages typically have to wait a full day before their mana returns.”
“A day!? What the hell! That’s way too long!”
“I agree. I wonder why you’re different.”
“Who knows, but it’s just one more reason why I can’t waste the chance to capitalize on the spell.”
Thanks to the teleportation, we managed to cover eight entire miles in an instant, so after only a short time, a large highway comes into view. The small road we’ve been using until now had us traveling eastward, while the new highway intersects it, giving us an option of going north or south.
I set Lumina down now that we’re on a major road. “Well, that tavern owner told us to head north once we reach this highway. With how far we’ve come already, I’d imagine we don’t have much further to go to reach Antara.”
“That would be fantastic. I’m eager to see Elise again, and I’m sure you are looking forward to reuniting with your companions, as well.”
“Yeah. I can’t wait to see the look on their faces when we show back up.” Lumina and I smile now that the end of our journey is drawing near.
Shortly after turning north on the highway, I feel the presence of two extremely weak mana sources ahead of us. They’re not moving, which makes me wonder if it’s a pair of travelers taking a rest break. However…
What’s up with their mana? It’s far too weak, even for a level 1 human, and it’s … murky?
Each source of mana has its own unique signature, but all humans have the same general feeling when I sense them. Because of that, I know the two unmoving people are humans, but at the same time, something is different about them.
“There are a couple of strange mana sources ahead. We’ll be passing by them in a few minutes. They’re weak but be prepared—something’s bugging me about them.”
“Alright.”
We continue at a normal pace, and after cresting the top of a gentle hill, I see two men sitting at an intersection where a smaller road meets the highway, branching eastward.
“They are in terrible condition.” Lumina seems to be taking pity on the two men, who are covered in dirt and dressed in ragged clothes as they sit limp against a small tree.
“It doesn’t look like they’re trying to rob travelers. I don’t see any weapons, and there’s no one else hidden nearby.”
“Perhaps we should speak to them and see what ails them.” As usual, Lumina’s good nature makes her want to solve the people’s problem.
Guess it can’t hurt to ask. I am curious about what’s going on with their mana, after all.
We eventually get within speaking distance, and before we even have a chance to initiate conversation, one of the men raises his head and begins speaking.
“Please sir, ma’am! Please help us!” His voice is weak and hoarse, and as he tries to stand, he stumbles and collapses.
“What’s the problem, exactly?” As I ask, I [Scry] him and see a strange debuff listed in his status: Vampiric Drain (Advanced).
So that’s it. These two must have been attacked by vampires.
Laya’s told me about the vampires several times throughout our journey. Of course, she’s extremely biased against them since they’re somewhat of a natural enemy to the elves. Still, I managed to gather a bit of useful information.
For example, the bite from a vampire can drain its victim of mana, while also inflicting a debilitating disease that saps their strength. A single bite is only a minor annoyance, but the effect stacks with each bite, and eventually the victim will find themselves too drained and weak to even stand.
Lumina looks to me, her eyes pleading me to help them. I felt her mana as she cast [Scry] on the men, so she must have seen the debuff on their status as well.
“Vampires, huh?” The men are shocked as I casually nail the source of their predicament.
“Y-yes! Please, they’ve taken over our village! We did everything they said, but night after night, they continue to bite us. So many have died…”
I sigh. Sorry, Laya. Looks like I’ve got one more problem to solve before our reunion.
“Where’s the village?”
Lumina smiles when she hears my words.
What is it about Lumina that makes me want to play hero? Is it because I don’t want to disappoint her…?
As I think, I cast [Cure] and [Restore] on the two men. Although they begin to regain their strength, their mana is still dangerously low.
Utilizing the same method Laya and I used during our meeting with the guild master, I grab the arms of the two men and begin to pour my mana into them.
They struggle as my burning hot mana floods them, but because of how little energy their low level bodies can hold, it only takes me a few seconds to fill them up.
“There. You should feel much better now.” I remove a waterskin and a handful of simple vegetables from my [Inventory] and hand it to the two bewildered men.
“Sir—who are you?” He looks at me with wide eyes as all of his problems are dealt with in an instant.
“Just your average adventurer. Now, lead the way. I’ve got people waiting on me in Antara, so I’d like to end this sidequest quickly.”
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Chapter 13: Closing In

----- Laya -----
 
“Here,” Elise says as she looks out at a vast, grassy plain that stretches eastward as far as I can see.
We awoke several hours before daybreak and left Antara, heading south on the main highway. Elise sent several men to scout during the night, and they met up with us as we walked down the road toward our destination. Her men found the vampires, who’ve set up a camp north of Rofield, a small village that lies just east of the main highway.
Elise thinks it’d be too dangerous to enter the town. She believes the vampires may have taken it over, so we’re going to cut across the grasslands in order to surprise the vampires.
I realize just how reliable Elise is as I watch them go over the route they believe will allow us to sneak up on them with the highest chance of success. They take into account paths that may be too obviously perfect, rejecting them in fear that they’d have lookouts posted.
After they agree on a route, she sends the men back to Antara to group up with the others. They argue at first, but Elise doesn’t give in. Eventually, they relent, and I watch as they begin the walk back to the city.
Elise really does care about her men. She knows they will only be a burden to us and doesn’t want them to lose their lives without reason.
Although they’re strong compared to most guards I’ve come across, they’re still far weaker than us. Rather than worrying about protecting them, it’d be simpler to deal with the vampires ourselves.
“Well, shall we?” Elise steps off the highway and into the tall grass.
Belle looks down at her blue blouse and pink skirt. “I really wish I had a rougher set of clothes. These are going to get ruined.”
“It’s fine! Master will enchant you a new set!”
“That’s true, but these clothes are a bit special. They were the first ones he enchanted for me.”
“Mmm. I still use the first set he bought for me, too.”
Even Alisha has her original outfit on that she bought when Lutz sent her and Belle out to clean themselves shortly after meeting them. Her black leggings and shorts look a bit worn and her lavender shirt has a few loose threads, but she continues to wear them with pride.
Despite her words, Belle steps forward without hesitation. Alisha and I follow immediately after, and together we make our way through the grass.
As Elise leads us, I keep a lookout for any mana signatures. It seems the path they chose was a good one, because there’s nobody placed to keep watch in the areas we’re moving through.
Eventually, the grasslands end, and we enter a thick forest. According to the map, we’re near the outskirts of their encampment, and I can feel the presence of several powerful vampires ahead of us, along with a strange, powerful creature that dwarfs anything I’ve felt before.
How troublesome. That monster may be too powerful, even for us.
I suddenly wished that Lutz were here by my side. No matter the challenge, he always seems to find a way to overcome it. Even if he were to ask me to engage that powerful creature by myself, I would do so without hesitation, knowing that it would be part of his plan to defeat it.
After a bit of thought, I activate [Mental Link]. “Alisha. Belle. I’m going to tell Elise about our spell, [Sense Mana].”
“Eh? But Master said it was our most secret spell.”
“I agree with Laya. That creature’s mana is nearly making me break out in a cold sweat. We can’t let her go in unaware.”
“Mmm. Lutz said we could reveal anything if we thought it’d help protect us, so I’m sure he’d approve.”
“Alright. If that’s what you decide.”
I break our shared connection, then turn to Elise. “There’s something you need to know.”
I explain the spell and warn her that there’s an unusually powerful monster within the vampire camp. Surprisingly, she doesn’t hesitate to believe me.
“What an absurdly useful spell. It’s no wonder Sir Locke ordered you to keep it secret.”
“Mmm. He said as long as nobody knows about it, they can’t come up with countermeasures. We’ve enjoyed a large advantage over our enemies thanks to this spell.”
“That’s understandable. So, can you pinpoint the location of the vampires, then?”
“Yes.” I focus on the mana coming from the vampire camp. “The leader is in the center of their hideout.”
“The leader is? How can you be so sure?”
“Because a vampire would never obey anyone weaker than themselves. In their society, the strong rule the weak.”
“Ah, so Shade’s master would have to be the most powerful vampire in the camp, then.”
Elise wants to update her strategy to implement the new information, so we take some time to explain the precise location of the more powerful vampires.
There are sixteen of them, and most of them are congregated on the southern edge of the camp. Fortunately, half of them are too weak to even be a threat. However, there are several others who are roughly as strong as Shade, and the master himself is several steps above even them.
Despite their numbers and strength, I’m confident that we can win. Not only do we have the advantage of surprise, but despite their arrogance, vampires become cowardly as soon as they realize they’re outmatched.
However, they won’t flee as long as they believe their master can win, so they will fight to the death until we defeat him. Because of that, our plan hinges on overpowering and capturing him quickly, demoralizing the rest and causing them to scatter.
It’s frustrating to let so many vampires escape, but we have to prioritize victory.
The surviving vampires should quickly return to their domain. Hopefully, they won’t cause too much damage on their way home.
With our plan settled, we close in on the vampires.
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Chapter 14: The Truth of That Day

----- Lutz -----
 
The two men who informed us of the vampire hideout are still sluggish from their long ordeal, but they push themselves to keep a moderate pace as we travel toward their small town, Rofield.
I had considered leaving them behind and rushing to the village, but it’s only an hour’s walk, so I decided to escort them home. I was worried that the vampires may be looking for them, and I didn’t want to find their corpses lying in the road on my return trip after saving their village.
The men tell me that the vampires appeared a couple weeks ago and began to terrorize them. They took the children hostage, along with many of the adults. Then, they began to feed on the remaining townspeople, draining them of their strength night after night.
The vampires claimed that once their business in the area is finished, they’d leave and return the hostages. Yet, day after day, their situation only worsened. Eventually, they were too weak to even think of fighting back.
The men fled during the night, desperate to get help for their friends and family. They lost hope in the vampire’s promises and were forced to use the last of their strength walking to the main highway, hoping to find someone who could help them.
Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, no vampires attack as we move, and soon, the town of Rofield appears in the distance.
As we approach, I feel the weak mana of dozens of townspeople. Like the two men before, they’ve got a murky feel to them, like a pool that hasn’t been cleaned all summer, causing the water to turn a cloudy green.
Many of the villagers are gathered in a single location, with their mana seemingly on the brink of vanishing entirely. A few of the humans seem relatively untouched, and I feel their mana moving around the town.
Did they leave some strong enough to take care of the rest in order to give them hope of survival?
Whatever the reason, it seems like I’m going to need to spend quite a bit of time helping these people recover. That’s not the biggest problem, though…
I activate [Mental Link]. “Lumina, do you feel those two sources of mana?”
“Yes. Do you think they’re vampires?”
“Definitely. Their mana makes my skin crawl.”
I expand my search radius to the north and can just barely make out a handful of mana signals. They’re too distant to feel clearly, but I have no doubt that it’s the vampire’s hideout.
We walk through the town gate and are met with an empty street. The two men point toward a building and explain that the two vampires on guard here often stay inside during the day.
Their job is to ensure that none of the villagers escape, which means that they’ve failed. So, I’m not surprised that their mana isn’t inside that building; instead, it’s moving through the town alongside a couple of the humans who still have the strength to move.
I look at the two men. “Good job bringing me here. Find a place to hide. I’ll take care of the rest.”
They seem reluctant, but soon turn and enter an abandoned building. With them out of the way, Lumina and I begin walking toward the vampires’ location.
“What’s your plan, Sir Lutz?”
“Simple. I’m going to kill them.”
“You don’t want to interrogate them? Perhaps they may have valuable information that would help protect this region from another incursion.”
“Maybe, but they could just as easily tell us nothing but lies, sending pursuers in the wrong direction and leaving the region vulnerable to whatever it is they have planned.”
Lumina nods. “Yes, that’s certainly possible, but in this case, I don’t think it likely.”
“Oh? Why’s that?”
“Vampires are known for their cowardly behavior once cornered. If you overpower them, they will undoubtedly spill the truth in an effort to save their lives.”
Ah, I keep forgetting. This girl’s spent who knows how many hours researching and learning. Of course she’d understand a vampire’s nature.
“In that case, perhaps I’ll take your advice. Thanks, Lumina.”
She beams as a smile forms on her face. “You’re very welcome, Sir Lutz.”
We arrive in front of a house, and just beyond the door are several sources of mana, including both of the vampires.
“I’m not in the mood for anything fancy, so pardon me for making it quick.”
A simple, steel spear appears in my hand at the same time as my foot slams into the cheap, wooden door. Thanks to my massive Strength stat, I hardly feel any resistance as it swings open from the force of my kick.
Before the occupants can even turn toward the crashing sound, my spear is zipping through the air. It impales one of the vampires, directly in his heart.
I once asked Laya if the vampires had any of the traditional weakness I typically saw portrayed in Earth’s popular culture. She denied them all, but they are largely nocturnal—though, it’s simply due to their nature, rather than some weakness to sunlight.
However, it seems fitting that my first vampire kill would be by piercing its heart—although I wish I had a wooden spear on hand to complete the scene.
The impaled vampire falls immediately, and his partner is slow to react, allowing me to close the distance before he can take any hostages. He attempts to channel one of his Dark magics, but I place my hand on him and send my mana coursing through his body.
I find the formation inside him and assault it with my mana, obliterating it and disrupting his spell.
“W-what the…!?”
Before he can recover, I grab his wrist, twisting his arm and bringing it behind his back, placing him in a submission hold.
He struggles at first, but only ends up screaming in pain as I twist his arm further. After that, he realizes how outmatched he is and begins to beg for his life, as Lumina said he would.
“Quiet,” I say to the vampire.
He shuts his mouth and looks at me, his dark-red eyes wide with fear. The humans who were speaking with the vampires stare at me, unable to keep up with the unexpected turn of events.
“Sir Lutz, did you just…” Lumina says after seeing how I disrupted the vampire’s spell.
“I’m just putting the technique you imagined into practice.”
Lumina smiles, then turns toward the humans. “Fear not, good people. Your suffering has come to an end.”
“M-my lady? What’s going on here? Who are you people?”
“We’re … just your average adventurers.” Lumina keeps to my cover story. “We met a pair of men who requested our help in saving this village.”
“A pair…! Then, they made it to the city!?” Hope floods his voice.
“No, we met them on the highway. Still, it’s fortunate they found us. We will cleanse this land of the vampires that plague it.”
“That’s right,” I add. “Our companions have already gone north, toward the vampire’s hideout. They’re far stronger than us, so the battle is probably over already.” I make up a lie to further break the vampire’s morale.
Lumina seems to catch on to my reasonings. “Yes. If only we were strong enough to accompany them…” She plays it up, as if our companions left us behind because we were too weak to go with them.
The vampire takes the bait and I feel a slight tremble as a bead of sweat traces a path down the side of his face.
“They’re not as forgiving as me, so I worry that they’ll forget to take one for questioning.” I look at the vampire. “Perhaps you’d like to make a deal. Either you talk and I make you a prisoner, or you don’t, and your life ends here.”
“I’ll talk!” he says without hesitation.
“Good, then I’ve got a few questions for you. Let’s start with why you’re here. What’s your goal?”
“We don’t get told much, but I know that we were sent to cause as much trouble as possible. I’ve got a few brethren who’ve built relations with some human criminal groups. We take jobs from them, destroy villages, and hunt humans. Anything to cause problems.”
“Why? That sounds far too dangerous and organized to just be for fun.”
“I don’t know why. I just follow my master’s orders. But…”
“But what?”
“My master isn’t really known to be subtle. He likes to brag. And he often talks about how useful we’ve been in the fight against the elves. So, a lot of us think that’s the main goal.”
“The elves? What do they have to do with this? You’re in human territory.”
“Yeah, but the elves are only a couple days away by foot. We’ve made a lot of raids into their lands. We even joined an army of humans a few months ago and destroyed one of their villages.”
A few months ago…? Destroyed an elven village…?
Before I even realize what I’m doing, my mithril spear is already in my hands as I sweep the legs out from under the vampire. He collapses onto his back with a grunt, and my spear comes down, piercing his chest.
“Y-you said…!” The light fades from his eyes before he can finish.
I look down on the corpse. “Be grateful I ended your life quickly, you piece of trash.” The venom in my voice causes the villagers to instinctively retreat a step.
Lumina looks to me in worry. “Sir Lutz. What happened?”
“Laya’s village was attacked by an army of humans a few months ago.” My voice is still cold as I meet Lumina’s gaze.
I see realization flood her face. “You’re right. Chances are…” She trails off as she peers at the two dead vampires.
Lumina has always kept a cool head, even toward the group of bandits that sought to end her life. So, I’m surprised to see an intense anger in her eyes as she looks at the corpses.
I guess even she has things that can push her over the edge.
“Yeah. Seems I’ve suddenly got the urge to wipe out this worthless group of vampires.”
Lumina nods. “Yes. It will be my pleasure to help remove the infestation.”
“But first…” I turn to the two humans who’ve silently watched until now. “Gather the rest of the villagers and meet me in the building where you keep the people on the verge of death.”
“Yes sir!” They leave the house ahead of us.
Lumina and I walk toward that gathering of weak, unmoving sources of mana. The building comes into view, and from the sign hanging above the door, it appears to have been a restaurant before the vampires attacked.
We push the wooden double-door open and are met with a sight of several dozen humans laying on makeshift bedrolls, each pale and sweaty as they desperately cling onto their lives.
Several of the people laying down turn their face toward us, but they don’t make any other movements. Seated nearby is a relatively healthy villager, probably tasked with taking care of the ones too weak to even feed themselves.
Tch. Those damn vampires.
Life doesn’t always work out the way everyone wants. In a perfect world, the hero would always show up in time to save desperate people. Yet, during our journey, two of the towns we visited had already been destroyed by the monsters we arrived to kill.
How many people have they lost already? They took the children as soon as they arrived…
I begin to fear finding out the truth about what happened to the ones brought to their camp.
“Lumina. Start by going around and filling these people up with mana. They’re getting dangerously low.”
“Understood.”
“W-what’s going on? Who are you two?” the villager sitting nearby asks.
“We’ve come to wipe out the vampires.”
“R-really!? Then, we’re saved…?”
Instead of answering, I cast [Restore]. Because it’s rank 3, it’s gained an area of effect property, allowing me to target the entire room in a single cast.
Each additional target added reduces the strength of the spell, so with over two dozen targets around me, it can’t cleanse all of their vampiric diseases in a single cast. I [Scry] the room, picking any villagers whose status says that the debuff has begun to fade and remove them as targets, and after the second cast, all of the villagers are cured. It’s just a matter of waiting until the [Restore] spell has run its course.
They’ve lost a lot of blood from the vampire’s bites. Some of them even have severe injuries on their bodies.
Unlike most single target support spells, [Cure] didn’t gain an AoE property at rank 3. I was disappointed at first, but it’s rare to have to heal more than one person at a time, and the cooldown is low, so it’s never been too much of a problem. However, there have been a few occasions where it’s been a hinderance, and this is certainly one of them.
After speaking with Belle during our journey about magic, I realized why [Cure] remains single target.
The third-tier Light spell, [Cure All], huh? Guess I might as well throw a skill point into it.
I learn the magic, and as usual, knowledge on how to use it floods my brain. I channel and am surprised at how quickly I finish the spell.
How convenient. Its cast time is far shorter than the other third-tier spells I’ve learned.
I release the magic, and a soft light fills the room, originating from a glowing pattern that appears beneath my feet. Lumina stares at the design, then at the villagers whose bodies have begun to glow with that same light.
“[Cure All],” she says softly. “Such a wonderful, beautiful magic.”
Yeah, I didn’t expect it to be so showy. None of the other Light spells have any visual cues like this.
Another surprise is that unlike [Restore], [Cure All] doesn’t get weaker when cast on more targets. Each of the villagers receive the full strength of the spell. On top of that, it feels every bit as powerful as the original [Cure] spell, if not more so.
There may be a limit to the number of people it can affect, or perhaps its range is limited. I need to spend some time studying it.
As always, I look forward to playing with my new magic, but I end that line of thought quickly and focus on the people around me who have begun to stir after having their wounds and disease healed.
“Just stay where you are for now. We’re going to replenish your lost mana and let the Light spells run their course.”
I join Lumina, refilling the mana of each of the weakened villagers one at a time. While we work, the two men who went out to gather the rest of the townspeople enter the building, but I ignore them for now as I continue working. Since it only takes a couple seconds per villager, the task is finished quickly, and I turn toward the new men.
After casting [Restore] and [Cure All], they thank me profusely for helping them.
“It was a pleasure to have been of service.” Lumina looks delighted at playing a hand in preventing any further tragedy.
No doubt she’s relishing in the feeling of being treated as a hero.
When I was first summoned to this world, I dreamt of doing this very thing—saving desperate people just in the nick of time.
Although some of that enthusiasm has returned now that I’ve found reliable companions who believe in me, it’s still dulled compared to how I imagined it feeling back then.
Is it because humanity wants me dead, or have I simply given up on that naïve mindset…?
I don’t give it much thought these days. I have a lot of other things demanding my attention, and my objectives are taking me away from the human kingdoms, so there’s no need to focus too much on it.
What if the elves aren’t any better? If they learn who I am, will they begin hunting me, as well?
I’ve avoided asking Laya that question, but now that we’re on the verge of entering the elven territories, I may need to bring the topic up. It’s best to be prepared, just in case.
“Do you have any food?” Lumina asks.
“Yes, if you consider old, moldy bread as food. If you’d like to take it, then it’s yours. There’s not much else of value left here…”
“I’m not asking for a reward.” She peeks at me with upturned eyes. “Sir Lutz…”
From the looks of them, they’ve been starving themselves as they desperately try to preserve what little food they have remaining. Their thin, malnourished bodies are quite a pitiful sight.
“Fine, fine. We’ll be right back.”
Lumina and I exit the building and make a show of leaving the village the same way we entered. When we’re out of sight, I retrieve a large bag from my [Inventory].
“Just follow my lead and ignore them if they start asking any questions.”
Lumina nods and we walk back into the town. When we get back inside the building where the people are gathered, I set the bag down in front of them and untie the rope that secures the opening. Inside is a wide assortment of foodstuffs, such as fruit and vegetables, cheese, spices, and even various cuts of meat.
We were only away for a few minutes, so I expected them to be curious about where we went to get the bag, but the men and women near me look far more curious about the contents, rather than where it came from. None of them say a word, but as they look back to me, I see an intense expectation in their eyes.
“It’s yours.”
“R-really!? All this food!?”
“We’re saved—we’re actually saved!”
“Sir, ma’am, thank you for everything!”
The villagers continue to show their gratitude as several of the women begin picking through the bag, taking out various food in order to prepare a feast.
“Who’s the mayor around here?” I ask after they calm down.
“Ah, I’m the village chief.” One of the men who was in the house with the two vampires steps forward.
“Take this.” I hand him a small pouch. “You’ll need it to get back on your feet.”
He opens it up and begins to gape. “G-gold!?”
“Five gold to be exact, along with a hundred silver.”
I’d like to give them more, but I’m running low on money myself. I can’t afford to go broke.
“How could we ever thank you for everything you’ve done…?”
“Don’t worry about it.” I wave my hand dismissively, and from the corner of my eye, I see Lumina smile warmly.
Ugh. How embarrassing. I want to leave quickly.
I look to Lumina as she continues to smile at me. “Let’s go. We’ve got vampires to slay.”
“Yes. Let’s finish this and give these people the closure they deserve.”
With everything in the town taken care of, we head north out of the village. There’s an open plain that continues for about half a mile, then a line of trees leading into a small forest.
After making it halfway to the tree line, I concentrate my [Sense Mana] spell northward, toward the vampire’s hideout. Now that I’m closer, I can more clearly feel the presences within their encampment.
What I sense shocks me.
The vampires aren’t too much of a threat—save for one. But what’s going on with that incredibly powerful source of mana? It feels like some kind of creature, but why would a monster be inside the vampire’s hideout?
Surprisingly, I feel a gathering of humans within their hideout.
Is it the children? I hope so…
As I continue scanning the camp, I pick up on several very familiar sources of mana.
W-what!? Why are they there!?
I track the familiar mana and realize that their objective is the same as mine—defeating the vampires.
“Lumina. We need to hurry.” I pick her up as I speak.
“O-okay, but why?”
“Because Laya, Alisha, Belle, and even your attendant are currently fighting the vampires.”
“Eh…?” It takes her a second to process my words.
“Keep your mouth closed so you don’t bite your tongue. I’m going full speed.”
After she nods, I take off toward my companions.
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Chapter 15: Reunion

-----Elise-----
 
Thanks to Laya and the other girls’ ability to sense mana, we don’t have to waste time searching for the vampire’s leader. He’s currently together with several vampires of various strengths.
We manage to sneak close enough to get a visual on his location, and fortunately for us, he’s not inside any of the tents. He sits at a crude table, drinking with three of his fellows. A human woman stands nearby, holding a pitcher and wobbling unsteadily, her body thin and pale.
“Leave the three weaklings to me.” Laya says through our shared connection. “You capture the leader.”
“Understood.”
“What about us?” Belle asks.
“You two wait here. If anything goes wrong, you can surprise them while they focus on us.”
With the plan settled, Laya and I silently move forward, attempting to get as close as possible before launching our attack.
Just as we get into position, the vampires begin to stir. Each of them stands and begins looking around, as if aware they’re being watched. Yet, they seem unsure of where to even begin the search. They wander off in every direction, checking the entirety of the camp’s perimeter.
“This is bad. Do they know we’re here?” I ask Laya.
“I’m not sure. But, if they saw or heard us, they wouldn’t be wasting their time searching so far off course.”
Unfortunately, the leader has surrounded himself with all of his most powerful servants. They stand in the center of the camp, wary, and I notice that the master vampire has a softly glowing orb in his hand.
That orb is an artifact. Is that how they know we’re here?
On the far side of the encampment is a makeshift building, draped with a large cloth, obscuring whatever’s inside. It dwarfs the other tents that scatter the camp and gives off a dangerous vibe.
“Laya. Is that powerful creature inside that building?”
“Yes.”
“We should be careful not to disturb whatever’s in there.”
“Mmm. If we can finish this quickly, it won’t be a problem.”
“Well, if we stay here, we’ll eventually be spotted, and they may release that monster. We need to decide quickly—retreat or engage?”
“Nothing’s changed,” Laya says confidently. “I’ll draw their attention, then you rush toward their leader.”
“Alright. Be careful.”
Laya dashes forward without hesitation, and she makes it nearly half the distance to the vampires before they spot her. A couple of the weaker scouts attempt to attack her, but her chain sickle quickly ends their lives.
Rather than moving directly toward the leader, she circles around them on the northern side, drawing their attention away from my direction. Another foolhardy vampire attacks, but his attempt ends the same as the first, and rather than continuing to throw themselves at her, they form a line between Laya and their master.
She’d have to break through by force in order to reach him, and the girls said that four of the vampires are about as strong as Shade, so it wouldn’t be an easy task, even for her.
From what I’ve seen of her strength, I don’t doubt that she could win against them by herself. However, she said their master is on an entirely different level.
With such a powerful vampire as her opponent, the result of the battle becomes far more uncertain. Thankfully, she doesn’t have to face them alone. As I’m about to rush out, the master vampire begins to speak.
“An elf girl? Have you come seeking revenge?” I can hear mockery in his voice.
“What do you mean?” Laya asks.
“Hm? Was I wrong? Surely, you must be here to prevent us from raiding the elven lands again, no?”
“Raiding? Again? What have you done, vampires!?” Laya’s normally cool voice is filled with hatred.
Not good. She’s beginning to lose her composure.
Fortunately, their conversation has given me the perfect opportunity to strike. I dash out, moving with incredible speed toward their leader.
As if expecting this, his eyes meet mine, and the smile on his face deepens. He grabs one of his servants and pushes him toward me as I close in. The weaker vampire is confused, but immediately attacks when he spots me.
I sidestep his nails and lash out with my sword, decapitating him. The encounter only delays me by a single second, but it’s enough time for their leader to retreat behind several more servants, each of which are now focused on me.
So, we failed. Looks like we’ll have to do this the hard way.
“Isn’t it obvious that nobody would assault a group of vampires alone? How many others are out there?” He casts his eyes over the tree line that Laya and I used as cover.
“Who knows?” I respond. “There could be a dozen more.”
He snorts. “Not likely. If you had a dozen more warriors, you wouldn’t have chosen such an underhanded strategy.”
How annoying.
Before we can make a move, an intense fear grips me. It’s incomparably stronger than the fear from Shade’s [Hypnosis] spell, and even I stiffen from its effects.
However, less than a second after the fear settles in, I feel the healing energy of [Restore] wash over me. As expected, Laya came prepared—she was holding her spell at the ready, waiting for him to attempt to freeze us with fear.
Although it doesn’t dispel the effect immediately, it takes the edge off, and I manage to smother the rest by pure force of will.
After seeing our bodies stiffen, he orders his servants to finish us. Both Laya and I have several vampires closing in, their nails reflecting the light of the sun as they prepare to strike us down.
It’s satisfying to see the look of surprise on the master vampire’s face when my sword flashes out, severing the head of the first vampire to reach me, with the other two rushing toward me meeting a similar fate immediately after.
I look to Laya and see the three vampires that were sent toward her lying on the ground, dead, and with their defeat, only six remain. The ones we killed were weaker than Shade, which means the remaining ones should be far more powerful.
Doesn’t matter. At this rate, our victory is assured.
After having yet another one of his attempts to end us thwarted, the master vampire finally shows frustration on his face.
He grabs the human woman who’s been watching the battle with a fearful expression. His fangs find her neck, and she lets out a groan as the vampire takes her blood.
Not good. Hopefully, that woman is just a mere villager…
A vampire’s bite doesn’t just debilitate its victim with disease, it also strengthens the vampire in the process, with the power they gain dependent on the strength of their victim.
After lifting his face from the woman’s neck, he turns to his last five servants. “Kill them!”
The vampires make their move—three coming to me and two going to Laya. Meanwhile, their leader turns toward that large building.
“Belle!” Laya’s voice echoes in my head.
Before she even finishes saying her name, the [Scorching Ray] emerges. It slams into the master vampire as he attempts to make his way to the building, throwing him back and sending him crashing into a large tree.
Alisha dashes out at the same time, running alongside the beam of fire as she closes in on the powerful vampire.
Things have gotten messy. I should be the one engaging their leader. From what I’ve seen, Alisha is their weakest member. Can she defeat him?
Meanwhile, I engage the three who’ve closed in on me, and as expected, their strength is far beyond the weaker ones. After a quick engagement, one of their arms flies through the air. However, none of them perish.
I keep up the pressure, not allowing them time to formulate a plan. They attempt to encircle me as I charge forward, but I send flying the head of the one in front of me before his allies can get into position.
Although I’m now pincered by two, powerful vampires, nothing has changed. I release my sword skill, [Shockwave], and one of the vampires is forced to cross his arms in front of himself in order to dampen the impact, yet blood still scatters the ground and one of his arms falls limp.
The other vampire attempts to claw at me while my attention is on his ally, but his nails only find the cold mithril of my sword. He lashes out with his other hand, but I sever it before it can reach me. Before he can recover, I pierce his heart, and he drops immediately after.
I turn just in time to see the injured vampire behind me sweep his red-stained hand out in an arc, with the droplets of blood glowing faintly as they fly through the air. The [Blood Spray] spell covers nearly the entirety of my vision, making it impossible to avoid.
I grit my teeth as my body is splattered with the red liquid. Each drop that touches bare skin forms a dark spot, and I feel my strength and speed begin to fall. Despite that, the vampire is still no match for me, and I ignore the pain as I charge toward him. He puts up a pitiful defense, but in the end, he joins his brethren on the ground.
With my opponents dealt with, I turn to see Laya just as she finishes off her second opponent. She managed to avoid getting hit with [Blood Spray], so she’s still in top form.
As I turn toward our final opponent, I see Alisha hurtling through the air. She crashes into the table with the vampire’s mugs of alcohol, and the wood splinters and shatters as the table collapses.
After hitting the ground, she skids along the grass and dirt for a good twenty feet before coming to a stop. She pushes herself to stand, and I see several gashes on her body, along with a stream of blood flowing down the side of her head.
Although I didn’t witness their encounter, I can imagine a scene where Alisha is overwhelmed by the powerful vampire, taking blow after blow as she struggles to prevent him from reaching that building.
Despite her wounds, there’s nothing but determination on her face as she desperately pushes herself to rush back into combat against him.
“Stop, Alisha.”
“Thanks Laya … and sorry. I couldn’t win.” A shadow falls across her face.
I can only assume that she’s thanking Laya for casting [Cure], but since they don’t have to direct their spells with their arms, I can’t be sure.
Belle’s [Fireball] flies forward in an effort to stop him, but he reaches beneath the cloth that covers the building and holds on tight, taking the hit with a grunt.
Laya and I are already rushing toward him, but it’s too late. He pulls the cloth free, revealing not a building, but a cage. Inside is a hulking beast of a monster. It lies on its belly, but its body takes up nearly the entirety of the cage.
With a quick motion, the vampire opens the door, then places a key into the shackles that bind the gigantic creature. With a click, the chains come free, and its eyes open.
The beast stands, and its back reaches the top of the fifteen-foot-tall cage. Although its body looks like that of a bull, its dark-green skin is thick, leathery, and lined with creases, like the ones on our hands that soothsayers use to read our fortunes.
Horns protrude from its large skull, jutting out several feet and ending in sharp tips. The fangs in its mouth rival my hand in size, and as it turns in our direction, its jaws open, as if it’s eager to devour us.
A Gorgon…!
“Laya, retreat!” She heeds my advice without question.
Our charge toward the vampire left us dangerously close to the Gorgon, and I desperately retreat alongside Laya in order to gain some distance.
During my time as an adventurer, I fought many deadly creatures in a desperate attempt to grow stronger. I was forced to flee from several monsters, often on the verge of death, and by far the strongest among them was the Gorgon.
Its huge size, tough hide, and uncontrollable aggression can quickly overwhelm its prey. With no way to strike a quick, deadly blow, I could only hope to win by delivering a death by a thousand cuts.
Unfortunately, its size and strength aren’t its only weapons. Worse, the Gorgon in front of me now is even larger and more powerful than the one I fought back then.
Am I strong enough to defeat it now?
My loss against the Gorgon came near the end of my adventurer career, and since becoming Princess Lumina’s attendant, I have dedicated myself to protecting her, rather than growing stronger.
Alisha stands no chance against the beast. Laya’s speed may keep her safe from its attacks, but if she’s hit, there’s no telling how much damage she will take. And although Belle’s magic is powerful, it’ll still take an absurd number of spells to bring it down.
Can we win, even if we fight as a team?
Of course, the vampire won’t sit idly by as we battle the Gorgon. He will hound us, looking to strike while we’re forced to focus on his monster.
The vampire lets out an evil laugh. “Behold my most valued possession! The mighty Gorgon!”
Even Laya looks apprehensive as she takes in the scene before her.
“Laya, we should retreat. I don’t believe this is a battle we can win.”
“I … agree…” The reluctance in her voice is obvious, and I see frustration painted openly on her face.
I once again feel the effects of [Restore] flow through me as Laya eyes the dark splotches on my skin from the vampire’s [Blood Spray]. Although my strength begins to return, the Dark magic is resistant to healing effects, making me wonder how long it’ll take to fully recover.
“But first,” Laya continues, “we need to rescue the humans. Alisha, Belle, free them and escape ahead of us. We’ll hold this beast off.”
“Right. Be careful,” Belle says.
“Okay…” Alisha sounds frustrated.
The two girls move toward the northern section of the camp, where the humans are being held inside a large tent. Laya orders the woman bit by the master vampire to follow Alisha, and she walks unsteadily toward the tent, still holding the pitcher of alcohol.
The vampire snaps his fingers, and the Gorgon emerges from within the cage. It faces us, and its hind legs begin to scrape the ground, indicating that it’s eager to charge us.
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“We can’t let it near that tent until they free the hostages!” I move as I speak, dashing toward the enormous beast.
I release a [Shockwave] as I close in, but it leaves no more than a scratch on its tough hide and doesn’t even cause it to flinch.
Laya engages from a different angle, landing a hit with her chain sickle as the Gorgon focuses on me. It sinks into its flesh, but the wound is so shallow that it doesn’t even draw its attention.
Laya’s a competent mage and warrior, but like me, she’s not fit for taking down large prey like this. Her weapon and skillset focus on quick, wide strikes—perfect for large groups of weaker monsters or for opponents near her strength. But she lacks the pure power required to land a decisive blow against enemies that outclass her.
Finally, the Gorgon makes its move, charging toward me, and I quickly backstep as I attempt to lead it to the side of the camp opposite of the hostages. It follows, crushing any tents, tables, and chairs in its path beneath its massive hooves.
“Laya, leave the Gorgon to me. Take down the vampire!”
“Okay.”
She turns from me with a bitter expression after having witnessed the beast take her attack without concern, and I catch a short glimpse of her engaging the vampire before I’m forced to return my focus to the monster closing in on me.
I leap to the side to avoid its horns and slash at its front leg, drawing a trickle of blood. Before I can land a second blow, it sweeps its head in my direction, forcing me to retreat.
Despite its massive size, the beast is nimble. It’s already charging at me before I can properly reposition myself. With no opportunity to attack I find myself on the defense, narrowly avoiding its deadly assault.
As I thought, we stand no chance against this creature. We need to escape quickly, before it overwhelms us.
I sneak a peek at Laya and see that she has the advantage against her opponent. The vampire’s body already has several wounds from Laya’s chain sickle as she expertly lashes out from atop a series of translucent steps.
I look at the large tent to the north and see Belle and Alisha emerge from within, leading a group of children.
Good. Only a bit longer and we can retreat.
After avoiding another attack from the Gorgon, I attempt to backpedal to put some distance between us. Yet, I find myself suddenly bound in a series of vines. They wrap around my legs and torso, while some even reach up in an attempt to bind my arms.
What…? This magic—[Entangle]!
The Advanced-class Earth magic entwines the opponents in a series of vines, hampering their movement. Even if they’re cut, they’ll quickly regrow. The only way to escape is to overpower them through sheer strength or to slice them in one swoop and escape the area of effect before they have a chance to reappear.
Unfortunately, the vampire that cast the spell is a powerful mage. Although I can break the vines with my strength, it slows my movement to a mere crawl compared to before.
There’s no way I can avoid the Gorgon’s next charge with these vines slowing me down!
I desperately slice through several vines with my sword, freeing one leg, yet before I can free the other, they’ve already begun to entwine themselves around me again. The Gorgon begins its charge, and I can only see a future where I’m trampled beneath its hooves.
But to my surprise, a series of wind blades fly by me. Each blade is precisely controlled, coming within inches of my flesh. Yet, when they pass, not a drop of my blood is spilled. Instead, each of the vines that were holding me in place are cut in twine, leaving me free to move once again.
I immediately leap out from the Gorgon’s path and away from the spell’s area of effect. I avoid the horns that sought to impale me, but its massive shoulder slams into my body as the beast passes by, sending me tumbling through the air.
I land on my back and roll along the ground several times before coming to a stop. Thanks to my intense training, I manage to keep hold of my sword, but as I stand, I feel a dull pain in my shoulder, forcing me to swap my weapon to my offhand.
As always when I’m pushed to the brink, I feel a strange power swelling within me, but I instinctively know that even this strength isn’t enough for me to win.
Time’s up. We need to retreat now, or we’re done for.
I turn toward the north to ensure that Belle and Alisha have made their escape. Yet, they’re merely standing in place, looking in my direction.
No, they’re not looking at me, they’re looking past me—into the southern forest.
I look to the south and see nothing but trees. As I begin to grow confused, Laya contacts me.
“Let’s regroup.”
“What’s going on, Laya!? Why have all of you stopped!?”
She’s retreated from the vampire, who seems happy to be given a reprieve.
“We need to run!” I say desperately. “I can’t hold this beast off any longer!”
“Don’t worry,” Belle responds. “You won’t have to.”
“Mmm. The real battle is about to begin.”
After her mysterious words, I look back to the Gorgon. Its hind legs are once again digging into the ground as it prepares to charge.
However, before it can do so, a huge pillar of flame erupts from beneath it, engulfing the entirety of the beast in an intense heat.
W-what…?
As the monster roars in pain, I hear an unexpected, yet intimately familiar voice.
“Elise!” Princess Lumina yells as she emerges from the nearby tree line.
“Princess! How…!?”
“No time to explain. Let’s group up with Laya and the others.” She leads me to them, and we meet up just as the [Flame Pillar] spell comes to an end.
As I watch the Gorgon, a figure comes crashing through the canopy above at an amazing speed. In an instant, they reach the beast, landing on its back with a powerful thud.
The Gorgon roars and thrashes, as if attempting to throw off the figure kneeling atop it, and I see the distinctive shine of mithril from the spear that’s imbedded between the Gorgon’s shoulder blades. The weapon has sunk deep within its body, dealing a powerful blow.
With ease, the figure removes the spear and leaps off the violent beast, landing between us and the creature.
I look on, amazed, as Sir Locke takes a defensive position before us.
Incredible… He can cast Master-class magic at his age…?
And that attack—even the Gorgon’s resistance to weapons didn’t stop his spear.
Sir Locke turns to us, a confident smile on his lips. “I’m back.”
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Chapter 16: The Mighty Gorgon

----- Lutz -----
 
As I lay my eyes on the girls, I see that Laya has a few minor cuts, while Belle is unharmed as she stands protectively in front of a group of children. Alisha is beside her, covered in partially healed slashes, with a trail of blood still visible on the side of her face.
Hey, who the hell hurt Alisha!?
I look at the last remaining vampire and see his nails coated red.
Oh? Seems I may get the chance to release my anger, after all.
At least, that’s what I’d like to say, but this beast is no joke. I don’t have time to worry about that weakling.
The princess’ attendant, Elise, took a major hit just before I arrived. One of her arms seems unusable, but most of her other wounds are superficial.
I release my spell, [Cure All], and the softly glowing pattern expands out from me. All the girls receive the healing light, and their wounds begin to close at a vastly accelerated rate.
I meet Elise’s eyes. “Take Lumina and put an end to that vampire.”
“L-Lumina…?” Elise looks to the princess with wide eyes.
“Understood, Sir Lutz. We’ll return quickly.”
“L-Lutz…?” Elise’s mind seems stuck somewhere. “Wait, that’s not important. There’s no way Princess Lumina can battle that vampire. He’s far too powerful.”
I smile. “That so? What do you think, Lumina?”
“Not a problem, Sir Lutz.”
Lumina’s confidence catches Elise off-guard, and she ends up staring at her in confusion.
“Let’s go, Elise,” Lumina continues. “He’s attempting to flee.”
Sure enough, with the situation becoming uncertain, the vampire decides that retreating is the wiser course of action. His figure has disappeared into the forest, heading eastward.
I notice the Gorgon has recovered from his anger and confusion. It eyes us with a dangerous glare, so I release [Earth Wall], encasing it in a tough stone perimeter. It thrashes on the inside, and I can tell that my spell won’t hold it for long.
“In that case, it’d be wise to lend us one of your companions, Sir Locke. Their ability to sense mana will help us track him down with ease.”
“There’s no need for that, Elise. The two of us are enough.” Lumina steps forward, and Elise begrudgingly follows.
Together, they rush off toward the vampire, and I catch one final look of surprise on Elise’s face as Lumina moves with a speed that would have been impossible for her the last time they were together.
With them gone, I turn to Alisha. “Take the kids somewhere safe.”
“No! I want to fight with Master!”
“You will. But we can’t allow them to get caught up in the battle. You want to protect them, don’t you?”
I see conflict in her eyes, but in the end, she turns to the children.
“Take this.” I toss Alisha her armor. It’s far more powerful than before, now that I’ve strengthened the enchantments.
“Thanks, Master!” For some reason, she begins to undress immediately. I turn away quickly, but not before I accidentally catch a glimpse of her in the thin undershirt she wears beneath her outfit.
Sheesh. That girl…
Although they’re just kids, Belle steps between them and Alisha, blocking their vision as she changes into her armor. When she’s done, she waves, then leads the children away from the combat zone.
Laya walks up to me. “Welcome back.” There’s a soft smile on her lips.
Belle sighs from a short distance away. “Jeez. You sure do like to make us worry, don’t you?”
“Sorry. I wasn’t expecting to be teleported.”
Belle shakes her head. “It’s fine. We knew you’d return.”
Heh. She’s as hard to read as ever, huh? Which is it? Were you worried or not?
I smirk as I shake my head. “You two ready?”
“Mmm. Let’s kill this creature.”
“Yeah. I’m ready for a hot bath!”
“This will be the toughest enemy yet, but we’ve trained for this. Stick to what you learned, and we can win.”
The two girls nod, and I see a fierce determination burning in their eyes. A second later, the Gorgon crashes through my [Earth Wall] and charges toward us.
I meet its charge, leaping upwards on a series of translucent steps and lashing out with my spear when the fifteen-foot-tall beast draws near. As I land on its back, I’m met with the sight of Laya’s chain sickle digging into its flesh.
It ignores both of our attacks, as if unphased, and begins thrashing violently. I pierce it with my spear and hold tight to the shaft in order to avoid being thrown off.
Unfortunately, my weapon has a difficult time penetrating its thick hide, and as I hold on, it comes free, forcing me to leap off its back. As I land, Belle’s [Scorching Ray] hits the Gorgon, causing it to begin rampaging even more.
What a violent monster. Its strength is incredible, and even my newly enchanted spear has a difficult time dealing damage.
I’m not surprised to see Laya’s chain sickle leave little more than scratches on it as she continues to lash out with her weapon.
We’ll need to weaken it with magic.
After ordering Laya to retreat, I unleash one of my new spells, and a streak of lightning flashes in my vision. The electricity runs straight through the Gorgon’s body and out the other side, disappearing into the forest. However, to my surprise, the hulking beast is completely unphased by the powerful third-tier spell.
Tch. Wind resistance, huh?
As if to confirm my thoughts, I watch as Laya’s wind blades fail to even leave a scratch on the Gorgon’s hide.
“Laya, Wind magic is useless for this battle. Just focus on physical attacks.”
“Mmm.”
Third-tier magic not only requires me to channel for far longer than second-tier, but the cooldown on the spells are quite long, even after factoring in the decrease from rank 3 [Manipulate Mana].
My [Flame Pillar]’s cooldown is nearly complete, but I’ll need to set up a good opportunity to use it. I don’t want to waste it by allowing the Gorgon to quickly leave the AoE.
The huge, bull-like monster ignores Laya as she re-engages, since she’s leaping around on a series of [Air Step]’s, out of its reach. It turns toward me, and I’m forced to dive out of the way of its fearsome charge.
It reorients itself surprisingly quick, despite its large size, and I once again find myself on the defense.
I need to keep its attention on me. Laya’s safe, but I don’t want it to start going after Belle.
As if on cue, a [Fireball] explodes on the Gorgon, and when the smoke clears, I see a small scorch mark on its hide.
I release my own spell, and a [Maelstrom] crashes into the creature as it releases an angry roar. The torrent of water is far too weak to knock it off-balance like it normally does to smaller opponents, but I see several cuts appear where the spell makes contact.
I was expecting another charge attack, but instead, the Gorgon raises its head up high as it peers down on me.
Its eyes begin glowing a bright red, and just as my instincts begin to ring alarm bells, it release a bright flash of red light.
W-what!? My body…!
The monster’s magical ability paralyzes me, and it uses the opportunity to close the distance in one, massive leap.
A hoof larger than my head begins to fill my vision as I desperately channel my mana for [Restore]. The paralysis makes it difficult to cast magic, and by my calculations, I will be too late.
As Laya watches on, she desperately releases her own [Restore], and I feel the paralysis effect begin to fade. Unfortunately, my body is still too sluggish to avoid its attack, and I brace myself for impact.
“Master!” Alisha’s voice enters my ears, and I realize that she’s dangerously close to the Gorgon’s oncoming attack.
She crashes into me, and I go flying out of the hoof’s trajectory, but Alisha can’t escape it entirely. She catches the attack with her shield and manages to deflect it just enough to avoid disaster.
The powerful attack blows her away, and she tumbles along the ground for a short distance before springing back to her feet.
“Thanks, Alisha!” Feeling finally returns to my body, and I begin to channel for my next spell.
“Let’s do this, Master!” The predatory smile we’ve all come to love appears on her face as she stares at the massive Gorgon.
[Protector] activated, huh? That’s good, because without it, she’d have no way of standing against this monster, even with her newly upgraded enchanted armor.
Her Unique Skill lasts for five minutes, and during that time, all of her base stats are doubled, making her quite a fearsome fighter while it lasts.
Despite that, this Gorgon is still a major threat, and I’m uncertain how many attacks she’ll be able to withstand, even while under the effects of [Protector].
Now that Alisha’s on the frontline, we can alternate holding its aggro. Each time it begins to focus on me, Alisha moves in for the attack, drawing its attention. With its focus on her, she prioritizes evasion and defense, giving me a chance to land several powerful blows unhindered.
Then, when it begins hounding me, I lead it around until eventually climbing into the air on a series of magical steps, forcing it to give up on me and refocus on Alisha, giving me another opportunity to strike with my full strength.
Thanks to our combination, I find a good opportunity to cast [Flame Pillar] once again, roasting the beast with the intense heat.
Meanwhile, Belle continues to blast it with Fire and Water magic whenever she has an opening. It’s good that she branched into the Water school because it allows her to continue casting without interruption, rather than having to wait for her Fire spells’ cooldowns.
As Belle’s magic continues to bombard the boss-type monster, Laya zips around the sky, continuously lashing out with her chain sickle.
Eventually, the Gorgon is covered in burns and wounds. Blood flows steadily down its green, leathery hide, and it begins breathing heavily.
“Keep it up a little longer! We’ve almost got it beat!”
The girls mentally voice their acknowledgements, and we continue with our strategy.
As I land another stab with my spear, the Gorgon thrashes violently, nearly ripping the weapon from my hand. Fortunately, I remove it just in time and leap back, ready to evade its next attack. To my surprise it pauses, and I look at its eyes.
They’re not glowing red. What’s it doing?
Belle’s [Scorching Ray] slams into it, but the creature ignores the spell and continues to stand before us, unmoving. Suddenly, it gives off a violent snort, exhaling a large puff of blackened air toward me and Alisha. As soon as I’m engulfed by the dark cloud, I know I’m in trouble.
“Alisha, retreat!”
I dash out of the noxious fumes and turn to see Alisha do the same.
Damn. My body feels so heavy…
I fight the intense feeling of nausea and dizziness as I check my status and see that I have two debuffs: one greatly lowering my agility, and one dealing poison damage over time.
I immediately cast [Restore] on Alisha and myself, but it barely takes the edge off the effects.
That attack is no joke. It’ll take a while before my spell cleanses it completely.
The [Restore] spell takes a varying amount of time to clear debuffs, depending on the type of status effect and the strength of the caster. In this case, the Gorgon’s special attack is powerful enough that even my magic is having trouble overcoming it.
“We need to buy some time. Alisha, fall back. Laya, draw its attention.”
“Mmm.”
“Okay, Master!”
Laya swoops down, placing herself at eye level with the bull-like monster. It ignores her as she continues her assault, leaving small wounds on the Gorgon’s face as it attempts to run me and Alisha down with another fearsome charge.
“Alisha, run into the forest!”
She does as I ask, breaking off from me and heading toward the tree line. The Gorgon’s head turns toward her, but I draw its attention to me with another cast of [Maelstrom].
Rather than rushing in my direction, it rears back on its hind legs and roars. I feel the flow of magical energy moving around it, so I prepare myself to evade whichever magical attack it’s about to unleash. To my surprise, after it gets back on all fours, it begins to dig its back legs into the ground, preparing to charge.
Again? I thought for sure it was going to use one of its abilities.
My body is still too sluggish to reliably avoid it on the ground, so I prepare [Air Step] in order to leap over it once it begins its charge.
As expected, the Gorgon comes my way. However, it’s incomparably faster than before. Its speed throws off my timing, and I desperately leap up onto a translucent step.
Unfortunately, the debuffs slow me down just enough to prevent me from escaping its charge. The creature’s massive head crashes into my body before I can gain enough height, and the world begins to spin as I’m sent flying through the air.
The impact knocks me senseless for a brief second, and the weightless feeling seems to last an eternity. Eventually, I crash into the ground and tumble for a short distance before getting my feet beneath me and skidding to a stop.
Damn. What power…
“Lutz!” Laya yells as she continues her assault.
Anger fills her face, and she activates her weapon skill, [Dominion].  Her sickle blurs and the Gorgon roars in pain as it slices into its eye. Although it doesn’t seem to have damaged its vision, the attack finally managed to draw its attention from me.
“Good job, Laya!”
There’s a dull pain near my ribs where the Gorgon’s powerful attack hit me, but I ignore it as I stand up. Since the debuff only affects my physical abilities, my magic is as powerful as ever, so I channel two spells simultaneously as I continue to watch Laya distract the beast.
“Belle, is your spell ready?”
“Yeah!”
“Then after mine comes to a stop, cast yours. Laya, prepare to attack! Alisha, come to me!”
Annoyed by her quick movements, the Gorgon leaps in an attempt to reach Laya, who’s retreated into the sky.
As it lands, I release my spell, and an [Earth Wall] erupts from the ground, directly beneath both of its left feet. The wall grows, pushing its legs upward as they sit atop the stone. Eventually, the Gorgon loses its balance from having the left side of its body lifted to an extreme angle, and it topples, landing on its side.
Laya sends her sickle out, and Belle releases a [Scorching Ray]. Meanwhile, my [Flame Pillar] erupts from the ground directly beneath the fallen beast, while Alisha joins my side.
The attacks hammer the weakened monster, and it roars not in anger but in desperation.
“Let’s go! Keep up the assault!”
Alisha and I close the distance, and my pillar of fire fades just as we reach it. The debuffs only effect our agility, so our attacks are every bit as powerful as before. We slice into the Gorgon again and again as it struggles to stand.
With effort, it manages to get back to its feet, but the beast is a shadow of its former strength. Its skin is littered with wounds, and its green hide is caked with blood. What little bare flesh is visible has been burnt to a crispy black.
“Don’t get careless. A cornered beast can become unpredictable!”
The girls acknowledge my words, and we fall back into our original formation. With the debuffs on me and Alisha nearly cleansed and the Gorgon’s physical stamina drained, it’s even easier than before to lead it around as we continue increasing its wounds.
The beast stumbles. One of its legs gives out, and it collapses.
“Let’s finish it!”
We all rush toward the monster. It thrashes about, but none of its attacks connect. During our assault, an [Ice Lance] comes flying from the tree line, sinking a few inches into the Gorgon’s flesh.
Hah. Smart girl.
Finally, after a long and deadly battle, the Gorgon perishes. Belle exits her hiding position within the forest, meeting up with us as we crowd around the fallen beast.
As usual, excitement flows through me from the epic battle to the death with a fearsome opponent. I look around at the girls and see that very same excitement plastered on their faces.
“I’m proud of all of you.”
My praise causes each of their smiles to deepen, and together, we bask in the satisfaction that comes with a hard-earned victory.
----- Lumina -----
 
I feel the presence of the vampire slowly drawing closer as Elise and I continue to give chase.
He’s quick, but with all the levels I gained, my extraordinarily powerful enchanted equipment, and Sir Lutz’s [Gale], even I can outpace him.
Although Elise is injured, it doesn’t seem to slow her down, and she matches my pace as she runs by my side.
“How are your injuries?” I ask after establishing a mental connection with her.
“You can even use the lost magics now!? What exactly happened while you were gone?”
“A lot of amazing things. Sir Lutz took very good care of me.”
“Lutz? You two sure have gotten close. He even refers to you by your given name—without a title.”
“Ah, yes. I grew frustrated at being called ‘Princess’, so I asked that of him.”
“Well, I guess I can understand…” I see a tinge of anxiety on her face, but it vanishes quickly. “But my injuries are fine. They’re healing quickly, and one good arm is enough to finish this vampire. You stay back, and I’ll deal with him.”
“No. I’m going to fight, as well.”
Elise looks at me with worry. “This vampire is far too powerful for you, Princess. Please, just let me take care of him.”
“Sorry, Elise, but I cannot back down. Sir Lutz entrusted me with finishing him, and I intend to do just that.”
“Sir Locke hasn’t witnessed the vampire’s strength. Perhaps he’s misjudged your chances of victory.”
I let out a small laugh. “Impossible. He’s keenly aware of where I stand. That’s why I’m confident that I can win.” I meet Elise’s eyes. “Besides, with you by my side, I have nothing to fear.”
A small blush appears on her face. “T-that’s true. I’ll protect you, no matter what.”
The vampire turns suddenly, heading north. We’ve closed most of the distance now, and with his sudden change in direction, it gives us a chance to cut him off, so I turn northeast.
“Can you sense mana now, Princess?”
“Yes. Sir Lutz taught me many things.”
“Amazing. To think he could teach the lost magics so easily.”
“He is a true hero, after all.”
The vampire finally comes into view. He’s dashing through the forest at full speed, but it seems he’s struggling to keep up the pace. He’s covered in wounds, and although none of them are too serious, the sheer number appears to be taking their toll on him.
“I’ll stop him with a spell, then you attack.”
“Understood.”
I see surprise once again plastered on Elise’s face when an [Ice Lance] appears before me and traces a path toward the vampire. It sinks into his unprotected back, and he stumbles before turning around.
He’s met with Elise’s sword as she closes the distance, and just barely manages to avoid being decapitated by intercepting her weapon with his long nails.
He yells as he lashes out with his other arm, but Elise has already retreated just far enough to avoid his attack. As soon as his arm passes by her, she steps forward again, delivering a wound to the vampire’s torso before he can evade.
As they fight, I continue to move. He’s too focused on his battle with Elise to keep track of my movements, so I manage to silently flank him thanks to careful use of [Air Step].
After stepping off onto a clear patch of ground, I release a [Maelstrom] from his blind spot. The violently circulating torrent of water is far from silent as it traces a path toward him, and the noise alerts him of the approaching spell.
He attempts to flee from the [Maelstrom]’s path, but is cut off by Elise’s sword, forcing him to block. He strikes back, desperate to escape, but she intercepts his claw with her blade, then delivers a powerful kick, knocking him into my spell.
He’s engulfed by the water and carried along by its powerful currents while sustaining numerous cuts and lacerations. As it’s coming to an end, I release my next spell, [Scorching Ray]. The beam of fire makes contact with the [Maelstrom], and there’s a loud hiss as the heat turns the water to steam.
The force of the ray sends the vampire flying out the opposite side of my water spell, carrying him along for a short distance before he collapses, while the beam continues above him.
I redirect the [Scorching Ray], and it once again begins to sear his flesh as he lies prone on the ground. He skids along the forest floor until he slams into the base of a tree, where the beam continues to scorch him unabated for several more seconds.
What a ‘tough cookie’, as Sir Lutz would say.
The vampire groans as he gets back to his feet, but Elise is already upon him. He claws at her, but she dismembers the arm before it reaches her. The attack leaves him stunned and off-balance, and Elise doesn’t waste that opportunity.
Her sword strikes out with precision. After her attack, she sheaths her blade, and I watch as the vampire’s other arm hits the ground with a soft thud.
Without arms, it’s difficult to aim spells. So, with his claws and magic taken from him, he can only collapse to the ground and stare up at Elise in fear.
I walk out from the forest. “Excellent work, as always.”
“Thank you, Princess. But it’s me who should be praising you. Your tactics and timing were astounding.”
I let out a little giggle. “Thanks. I’ve still got a long way to go, but I’m determined to grow stronger.”
“I understand your feelings. When you have a powerful goal, anything becomes possible.”
Elise returns her attention to the vampire. “Should we bring him to Sir Locke for questioning?”
“About that…” I look at Elise apologetically. “Can you interrogate him instead?”
“I don’t mind, but don’t you think they’d want to hear what he has to say?”
“Don’t worry. I will pass on every bit of the information we gather without exception.”
“So, he trusts you that much. Then, it’s not a problem, but I’d like to ask—why?”
“I don’t want his elven companion, Laya, to hear his words. She’s liable to do something rash, as Sir Lutz did when he found out.”
“Found out what?”
I glare at the vampire who’s been silently staring at us in fear. “That this despicable creature helped destroy her village.”
Elise finally seems to understand, and she looks down on the vampire. “Seems you’ve brought quite a bit of misery to the people of this world. I think it’s time someone returned that favor.”
Thankfully, the vampire’s fear causes him to spill quite a bit of information for us, preventing me from having to witness anything too rough. Much of it we’ve already secured from other sources, but some is new, including which of the five clans this band of vampires belongs to.
After obtaining everything we want, Elise puts an end to him.
“It’s as I suspected then,” I say to Elise. “The vampires are attempting to cause division between humans and elves.”
“What makes you say that?”
“They’ve been attacking the elven lands from our kingdom, masquerading as humans. It wasn’t simply to hide their identity, but to fool the elves into believing we’ve become their enemy.”
“For what purpose?”
“I’m not sure.” I look back to the west, where Sir Lutz and his companions are still doing battle with that gigantic monster. “But we cannot allow it to continue.”
Elise nods and we begin walking back at a moderate pace. As we are, we’d only be a burden to Sir Lutz in his battle, so there’s no need to rush.
“Elise. Do you remember what Marquis Adel said to us about the Cador province before we left?”
“You mean how the forces of Chaos have infiltrated the province and are seeking to strike at the heart of the Orakian Kingdom?”
“Yes. If the Cador province falls, our kingdom will fall with it. Not only is it the largest and most powerful province, but it houses the capital and most of the high nobles. Losing it would be a death sentence to Orakio.”
“I agree, Princess. But Marquis Adel is currently handling the situation, is he not? He said he was going to inform His Majesty and seek his help, as well.”
“Father will surely provide any aid required to thwart their plans. However, something still worries me. There are other factors at play within the city of Roshar that are complicating the situation—the increasing resistance of Duke Bradley de Reinhold’s noble faction and … the other three heroes. Something’s not right. I fear that if left alone, the province will fall.”
“Then what do you suggest? Surely a simple warning from us will not change anything.”
“I don’t know.” I shake my head. “There are still so many unknowns.”
I meet Elise’s eyes, and determination fills me as I finally decide on a course of action. “Elise, I…”




Chapter 17: The Taste of Freedom

----- Lutz -----
 
Unsurprisingly, the level 37 Gorgon gave each of us enough experience to level. Actually, Belle and Alisha gained two levels, and although Laya only gained one, she’s close to her next, as well. That puts me at level 26, Laya and Alisha at level 24, and Belle at level 23.
Lumina and Elise walk out of their hiding spot, where they stood as they watched the end of our battle, coming to a stop next to the gigantic corpse.
I check Lumina’s status and see she gained three levels from the battle, putting her at level 21. The [Ice Lance] she cast when the Gorgon was near death allowed her to gain full experience for the kill.
“To think you actually defeated it,” Elise says. “Your teamwork is astounding and your tactics sharp.”
“You’ve no need to hide it, Elise.” Lumina smiles at her attendant. “Weren’t you just worrying about the girl’s well-being as you watched the battle?”
“T-that’s not true! I was merely … merely driven by my sense of duty to finish the creature!” She yells the last part of her sentence, as if desperate to get us to believe her excuse.
I let out a small laugh. “Seems you took good care of them while I was away. Thanks.”
“N-no, it was they who ended up helping me. Besides, it was nothing compared to what you did for Princess Lumina.”
“Ah, well, it is what it is, so let’s just call it even.”
“I cannot accept that.” Elise straightens her face and holds my eyes. “Not until I ask your forgiveness for what I did to you.”
“Hm? What did you do?”
Elise looks confused. “Certainly you recall the wound I gave you as you moved to protect Princess Lumina from the teleportation spell.”
Her words bring back the buried memory, and I gently smack my open palm with my fist. “Oh, right. I forgot about that.” I look at the small tear in the side of my overcoat where her sword sliced into me.
“Y-you forgot?” She looks bewildered.
“Well, that kind of thing happens a lot, so it’s hard to remember each one, you know?”
“What a strange man…”
Belle smirks. “Didn’t I tell you that you get used to this kind of thing when it comes to Lutz?”
I turn toward Belle. “What exactly were you talking about when that kind of topic came up?”
“That’s between us girls.”
She’s doing it on purpose, isn’t she?
I can’t help but smile as Belle immediately begins instigating misunderstandings with her usual antics.
I really did miss these girls…
“I guess this is as good a time as any.” I remove four rings from my [Inventory].
I turn toward Laya and hold out the first. Its simple, black band houses a large, square emerald, flanked by two smaller sapphires. The gems are finely cut, with no impurities, and the band is made of damascus, a black metal that holds magic even better than silver.
She takes it from my hand and holds it before her as she inspects it. “It’s beautiful.”
Next, I turn to Belle, grab her hand, and place a ring on her open palm. Despite her often boisterous and outgoing personality, she always manages to blush during times like this.
With her cheeks tinged red, she looks at the ring. Its decorative band is made of gold, and the rectangular ruby it holds is even larger than Laya’s emerald. The dark-red gem sits indented within a circle of onyx, which serves to highlight the central gem’s deep sheen as it reflects the light of the sun above.
I leave Belle speechless as she stares at the ring and walk to Alisha. She looks up at me with obvious expectation. I raise my hand toward her, holding a ring. She plucks it from my fingers, holding it gently as she studies it.
The soft-pink, rounded tourmaline gemstone in the center is attached to an entwined band of pure silver. Where the two twirling bands meet the gem, they separate, spiraling the tourmaline and elegantly encasing it in their grasp.
Finally, I walk up to Elise. Her eyes go wide with surprise when I hold my hand out toward her, and one final ring rests in my open palm.
“For taking care of them.” I urge her to take it with my eyes.
“T-thanks…” She awkwardly shows her appreciation as she apprehensively takes the ring in her fingers.
Like Laya’s, the band is made of damascus steel, but it’s far wider, with intertwining strands of damascus holding twelve small amethysts. The gems encircle the entirety of the ring, sitting comfortably within the entwined strands.
“Try them out,” I say to the four girls.
They place the rings on their fingers, and one by one, I see surprise on each of their faces as they fill them with their mana.
Laya grabs her double chain sickle in both hands, holding it before her. Suddenly, it vanishes, and she looks at me with a wide smile.
Belle takes her pouch of coins from a pocket, and likewise, it disappears.
For some reason, Alisha chooses to send her armor to her [Inventory], and I stare dumbfounded at her, wondering what caused her to make that decision. Fortunately, she still has a thin undershirt on, but it’s soaked with sweat as it clings tightly to her body.
Belle immediately tells her to put on the enchanted shirt she wore before I threw her the armor, and I smile at the familiar scene.
Elise understandably chooses to test the spell with a single silver coin she removed from a pouch. It vanishes from her hand, then reappears.
“The rings have a few limitations compared to the original spell. They’re only capable of holding around a tenth of what I can carry in mine, and they can’t completely stop the flow of time—though, they do slow it quite a bit.”
The girls nod, taking in the information with serious faces.
“Sir Locke. I cannot repay you for such a magnificent gift…”
“I already told you that it’s payment for your help, so don’t worry about it.”
“It’s fine to accept it without reservation, Elise.” Lumina holds up her hand, showing them her own [Inventory]-enchanted ring. “I believe he gave them to us as a sign of trust, and I intend to live up to his expectations.” She looks at me warmly.
“Just be careful with its use. You seem to have enough enemies as it is. Who knows what people would do to get their hands on such a unique ring.”
“If that were to come to pass, I would protect her, even at the cost of my life.”
“I know. I’m counting on you.”
With that taken care of, I ask Alisha to bring the children to us as we begin to scavenge from the enormous corpse. Elise is horrified when Lumina rolls up her sleeves and asks me for a knife but ends up accepting it after seeing her determination.
Together, we take one of the huge horns, about half of its fangs, two hooves, and what’s left of its untouched hide. There’s still plenty more, but I don’t want to take it all for myself.
Lumina and Elise say they don’t need any of the materials for themselves, but I force a few fangs on them anyway, telling them it’s a souvenir of the battle.
Although Alisha told the children that we came to rescue them, they’re still apprehensive. Not surprising, considering everything they’ve been through.
Elise speaks to the kids and ends up pulling one from the group—a boy no older than five years old. According to her, the young boy is the son of this province’s lord and was being held hostage in order to force his father’s compliance.
I look to Lumina. “Seems I was wrong, after all.”
Shortly after we were teleported, I accused the lord of being in league with the bandits. I even used it as an opportunity to ridicule her father.
“Not entirely. It’s true he was working with those bandits, just not in the way you imagined.”
There’s a strange source of mana that’s been bugging me for a while, so I turn and walk toward the center of the vampire camp. From its mana signature, I can tell it’s some kind of artifact, but I’m shocked when I lay my eyes on it.
I reach down and grab the softly glowing orb sitting on the ground next to a broken table. It’s smaller than the pitch-black sphere I took from Geld, but the similarity can’t be denied. It has a small crack on its surface, and the mana within is slowly leaking out. I can feel the artifact gradually losing its strength, so I quickly examine the spell formation inside of it, then send it to my [Inventory] before the mana vanishes entirely.
An orb enchanted with [Sense Mana]. How did the vampires get their hands on an artifact that contains one of the lost magics?
I’ve got a bad feeling about all this…
I don’t want to keep the children from their home any longer, so we escort them back to the village.  Their faces fill with relief as they finally realize that their lives can go back to normal—well, as normal as can be expected after such a devastating turn of events.
The woman used as a serving girl by the vampires is looking much better now that I’ve healed her and restored her mana. Fortunately, her husband survived the ordeal, and we watch on as they embrace.
Although we managed to prevent the total destruction of the town, I’m left with a feeling of regret and dissatisfaction, knowing how many suffered and perished before we arrived.
I tell the village chief about the Gorgon’s corpse and that he can scavenge what’s left of the materials to sell in order to raise funds to rebuild the village. He tries to hand back the gold I gave him originally, but I refuse, telling him that it’s to help resolve their immediate issues while they gather and sell whatever they get from the corpse.
With all our business finished, we begin the six-hour journey back to the city of Antara.
As soon as our group is alone, Lumina speaks up in a serious voice. “We interrogated that vampire before disposing of him.”
“Is that so? I didn’t really want to ask something like that of you, so I was fine with just ending his life.”
“I know, but the opportunity was just too good to pass up.” She hesitates and I see her take a peek toward Laya. “It is as we feared…”
I nod in understanding.
I don’t want to dig up her buried memories, but…
I steel myself while I try to find the right words as the others look curiously between me and Lumina.
“Laya.” I look into her eyes. “The vampires we just killed were with the humans back then—the ones who attacked your village.”
“What…? Why were they working with humans!?”
Lumina answers in my stead. “He claimed to have been given a mission to terrorize the elven lands. His actions in the human territory were secondary, mainly used to create connections and increase the strength of his invasions.”
“That’s why they were here!? To attack the elves!?”
“Yes, but I fear there’s more to it than that. It’s only speculation on my part, but I believe that vampire’s master had an even greater objective—to turn the elves against the humans.”
Laya frowns. “The humans themselves have made us their enemy with their attack. Why would they need the help of the vampires?”
“I’m not certain. However, Marquis Adel is convinced that Lars, Silvia’s previous lord whom you slayed, was working with Chaos. Perhaps there’s a connection, but unfortunately, there’s not enough information for me to deduce the truth.”
Laya turns her frustrated face forward, peering at the road ahead as she thinks upon Lumina’s words.
“There’s a couple more important bits of information,” Lumina continues. “I’m sure you’re aware of the five great vampire clans, are you not?”
“Nope,” I reply.
“Eh? W-well, the vampires inhabit a strip of land on the northern edge of the continent. That land is controlled by five clans, each ruled by a vampire lord.”
“So, it’s no different than humans with their various countries and kings?”
Lumina shakes her head. “The vampires are the most mysterious of the four races, so we know relatively little about them. However, from what we do know, it seems they see themselves as a single nation.”
“Then, it’s more like nobles who control provinces within a single country? But in that case, who rules over the clans?”
“Nobody. At least, that’s what we believe. Although, knowing the vampire’s nature, whichever great clan has the most power is probably the unspoken ruler.”
“Gotchya. So, what’s that got to do with us?”
“That vampire told us which of the five great clans he belonged to—the House of Whispers, a clan that specializes in espionage and deceit.”
“I see. I’ll remember that.” I sneak a peek at Laya as she continues to stare into the distance ahead of her.
“Lastly,” Lumina continues, “we asked him who hired them to kidnap me. Seems the order came from his master, and he wasn’t told who orchestrated it. Although I have my suspicions, without sufficient evidence, it’s mere speculation on my part.”
“A dead end, huh?”
“Unfortunately.”
We continue in silence for a while, but eventually, the heavy atmosphere fades and we take turns explaining what we went through while we were separated, using [Mental Link] to communicate telepathically in order to prevent the marquis’ son from hearing too much.
I’m surprised to learn that the normally cool-headed Elise went on a rampage after Lumina disappeared. The girl in question apologizes profusely to the princess for her behavior, but Lumina only laughs, saying that it’s one of her good points.
After their tale, I find myself filled with pride at how well the girls handled the situation. They prioritized information and laying the foundation of teamwork with Elise before expanding their search for more clues.
Thanks to that, they wound up at the source of the whole ordeal—the vampire infestation.
I wonder, though, if there were other parties involved besides just the vampires. It seems rather convenient that they’d be so prepared for Lumina when she had only just arrived in the city…
I let Lumina tell our side of the story. When Elise hears about how the teleportation brought us to a room full of bandits intent on her death, she thanks me over and over for being there for her.
Lumina moves on, recounting the people who were held prisoner within the bandit’s hideout, emphasizing the terrible condition Miri was in when we found her.
That’s right. I nearly forgot about Miri. The way she seems to worship me makes me a bit uncomfortable.
And what exactly did she mean when she said she’s looking forward to the look on my face when we meet again, as if our destinies are somehow linked…
For some reason, Lumina’s words become passionate as she describes how I brought Miri back from the brink of death.
Belle interrupts after hearing about Miri’s apparent devotion to me. “I knew it! You really were increasing your harem while you were gone!”
“Huh? What kind of ridiculous things are going through that head of yours, Belle?”
“Don’t act innocent! We know what you’re up to! To think that charming the princess wasn’t enough for you, and you just had to make another girl swoon.”
“Hey, don’t go making up your own delusional reasonings for my actions!”
I look to Laya and Alisha for backup, but I’m met with nods of agreement for Belle’s false accusations.
“C-charming the princess?” Elise inadvertently speaks out loud and struggles to keep her voice from cracking.
“Don’t believe her. Belle basically lives in her own made-up reality. If anything, pity her.”
Lumina lets out a cute giggle at our usual antics before continuing on, explaining how we saved that nameless village, how we came to terms with our past, and how I trained her while we made our way back to Antara.
Thanks to all the information we had to share—and Belle’s continued playfulness—there’s not a dull moment in the entirety of the journey.
When we reach the city, Lumina and Elise enter with the lord’s son. We’re still wanted criminals, and they may be on the lookout for us.
I had considered using [Transform] to trick the guards at the gate, but Lumina told me to leave it to her, so we hide off the side of the highway until she reappears, riding in her carriage and surrounded by guards.
She must have detected our mana because she comes to a stop on the highway at our precise location. We meet up with her and she invites us inside. It’s a large carriage, but it’s still a bit crowded with all six of us sitting on the two, plush seats within.
“Did you have any unfinished business in Antara?” Lumina asks.
“No, not really. We stocked up on everything we need for the last leg of our journey before we met up with you.”
“Then, would you like me to carry you to the eastern road that heads toward the elven territory?”
“Yeah, I guess.”
Does that mean she’s planning on coming with us? I’m not really against it but traveling in this carriage feels a bit … weird.
I decide to bring up the subject. “What do you plan to do next?”
“Sir Lutz, I…” Lumina looks to Elise, then back to me. “I’m going back to Roshar—back to the castle.”
She must be enjoying the surprise on my face because she shows me her smile.
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“Seriously? I thought for sure you were going to say that you wanted to come with us.”
“I do. I wish for it with all my heart, and yet, there’s something of great import that I must take care of back home.”
“It’s that important? What is it?”
“Do not worry about it. You should just focus on your goal of growing stronger. I’ll meet up with you again once I finish my business.”
“Right…”
Why do I feel so anxious? If it’s something that important, then it probably means it’s also dangerous.
Once again, I’m faced with a choice that leaves me feeling indecisive. I look at Lumina and remember the ordinary girl she became once she let her guard down.
Dammit. Fine, I’ll just give it to her, then!
I hold my hand out, and two pieces of jewelry rest in my palm—a bracelet and an amulet. The bracelet isn’t anything special, but the amulet is extravagant enough that even the princess eyes it with admiration.
“Here. Take these, then. But no matter what, do not let your mana flow inside of them.”
She takes them from my hand. “If you say so, but what are they?”
“If you ever find yourself in a desperate situation, activate the spell inside that bracelet. After that, it will all become clear.”
“Okay. Then until that day, I’ll hold them in my [Inventory].”
I nod and the jewelry vanishes.
Oh, right. I almost forgot about those.
I stretch out my hands and a stack of parchments appears in them. “Here. Maybe you’ll find some useful information in these.”
“Ah, these are the documents you retrieved from the bandit leader’s room, correct?” Lumina places her hands on them, and they vanish into her [Inventory].
“Yeah. I just collected everything I saw, so you’ll have to sort through them yourself.”
“I understand. It will give me a task to focus on during my travels back to Roshar.”
Eventually, we reach the eastern road, and the carriage comes to a stop.
“I guess this is goodbye for now, Sir Lutz.”
“Yeah. Stay safe, Lumina.”
Elise looks at Laya and the other girls. “You three are impressively strong, but please don’t push yourselves too far, as I did in the past. It can lead to disaster.”
“Mmm. We’ll be careful.”
“Right? Don’t worry so much. If anything happens, Lutz will protect us.”
“Yeah! Master always watches out for us!”
“Alisha…” Elise hesitates. “As a beastman, your physical strength should grow quickly under Sir Locke’s tutelage, so please limit yourself until then.”
“I…” Alisha trails off as Elise touches upon a difficult subject.
Elise must believe that Alisha still has a lot of room to grow, since she’s obviously our weakest member, but the reality is that she’s only getting weaker in comparison to the rest of us as we continue to level.
They already know pretty much everything else about us now, so I guess one more won’t hurt.
“Oh, right, you two don’t know. Alisha’s a Forsaken.”
“Eh…?” Elise stares at me until my words sink in.
“Why is one of the Goddess’ heroes traveling with a Forsaken!?” Lumina asks.
“Why not?”
“What do you mean, ‘Why not?’” She sighs.
“I don’t care what anyone says, Alisha is a good person. She doesn’t deserve to be hunted, and I’ll fight anyone who tries to take her from me, even the Goddess herself.”
“You’re … actually serious, aren’t you?”
“Of course.”
“I wonder why the Goddess would choose someone who would willfully oppose her. No, perhaps that is the very reason she chose you…”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing. Just a feeling I have.”
“Well, whatever. Just so you know, I plan to cleanse her curse.”
“Is such a thing possible?” Elise asks.
“What is and isn’t possible doesn’t matter to me. We’re going to remove it.”
“Master…” Alisha grabs my hand, seeking comfort. I give it a gentle squeeze.
“I understand,” Lumina says. “I look forward to the day when I hear of your success.”
We step out of the carriage, and with a final goodbye, Lumina takes her leave. We watch in silence while the carriage slowly grows smaller as it continues into the distance.
“Now that we’re alone…” I step close to Laya, and she looks up to me, a bit flustered. “Do you remember the promise I made to you the day we slayed Lars?”
She thinks for several seconds. “Ah, do you mean about removing the slave seal and returning me to the elves? But I already told you I’m not leaving your side, no matter what.”
“Yeah, if that’s what you’ve decided, then I’ll gladly welcome your company. But I was referring to the other part—the slave seal.”
I move to Laya’s side, giving me a view of her back. Raising my hand, I pull the collar of her coat down, revealing the base of her neck, along with the slave seal.
With my other hand, I reach out, placing my fingers on the design inked on her by that slaver after her village was attacked. It’s a constant reminder of the day she lost everything.
I force my mana through the spell formations embedded within the slave seal, and with a quick burst of energy, I obliterate it from existence.
I remove my hands and step back in front of her. “Congratulations, Laya. You’re free.”
She reaches her hand back behind her neck, rubbing the spot where the seal once sat. “Lutz…”
In a rare display of emotion, Laya begins to tear up as she continues to look into my eyes. Then, she throws her arms around me.
“Thank you,” she says sincerely.
After several seconds, she removes her arms and steps back, the cool expression slowly returning to her face.
I turn to the other two girls and see surprise in their eyes. I walk up to Belle, and she looks to me without a hint of her normal playfulness.
“You’ve really grown, Belle.” I reach behind her and eradicate her slave seal. “You’ve earned your freedom.”
“Thank you, Lutz.” She bows her head.
Finally, I walk to Alisha. Her tail is swaying gently behind her, and she looks up to me in silence. Without a word, I place my fingers on her seal, destroying it. However, unlike the other two, Alisha is still bound—a slave to that curse.
“This is all I can do for you right now, but I swear that one day, I’ll give you the freedom you deserve.”
“Master…”
I shake my head. “I’m not your master anymore.”
A stubborn look appears on her face. “Master will always be Master!”
I rough up her hair a bit, and she laughs happily.
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“You girls ready?”
“Mmm.”
“Yes, Master!”
“Do you even have to ask?”
I smile as they answer in their usual fashion. Then, we turn eastward and begin walking down the final stretch of highway that separates us from the elven lands.
----- Arcana -----
 
I peer down on the eastern highway from atop the city wall as I watch Princess Lumina’s carriage roll steadily toward the city gate.
How fortunate that the situation was resolved by outside forces.
I heard of Princess Lumina’s disappearance this morning, so I sent out several groups to investigate her abduction. Yet, before I could even gather enough information to begin a rescue operation, one of my men spotted her safely traveling on the southern road with an odd entourage in tow.
Rune, Maia, Dawn, and Tama, huh? How interesting.
As the guild master over Orakio’s entire Adventurer’s Guild, I have access to an unimaginable amount of information. Yet, there’s nothing to be found on the four adventurers before their registration at the guild in Reim.
It’s almost as if they didn’t even exist before they became adventurers, but it’s not possible to use an alias during the registration process.
Thanks to the Orb of Scrying, nobody can hide their true name from the guild. However, there have been cases in the past where the clerk was bribed into adding an alias onto the registration form.
And Princess Lumina. It’s well-known that she’s taken it upon herself to hunt down the False Hero, even coming to the kingdom’s edge in search of him. What does she know that we do not?
The mysteries surrounding Rune and his little group continue to pile up, yet with each bit of information, my suspicions grow more solid.
I wonder. Rune—no, False Hero—what will you do next?

Interlude 4
----- Vrazruk -----
 
The lesser fiends part when I draw near, opening a path as I continue toward my master with long, confident steps.
The outskirts of our city are littered with crude huts that house the fiends with enough intelligence to desire shelter. But as I get close to the heart of my master’s domain, those huts are replaced by housing adequate enough to satisfy even the peasants that make up the majority of the four races’ populations.
The lesser fiends, however, are left to fend for themselves against the forces of nature. Their tough bodies won’t be damaged in the scorching mid-day heat or harsh storms, yet such conditions cannot be comfortable, even for them.
Despite that, not a single fiend has voiced a complaint in the entirety of their short existence.
Well, not that many of the ones living without a roof can speak. If they had that much intelligence, they could create their own shelters.
Normally, batches are sent to reinforce our armies soon after their emergence. Yet, none of these have stepped foot outside our master’s immediate domain.
Most of my brethren here have been freshly created for a special purpose. Finally, after months of waiting, the day has arrived.
Beyond even the houses used by higher-class fiends is a building strikingly different from the rest, making obvious the fact that it was constructed by hands far more capable of architecture than our own.
The former temple the humans built to worship their Goddess rises from the ground in front of me, with the white stone used to construct its walls giving off a divine light as it reflects the sun’s rays.
The spires that extend from the four corners of the building seem to pierce the sky itself, yet even those are dwarfed by the steeple that rises from the center of the temple. It stretches upward, as if attempting to reach the Goddess above.
After ascending the long flight of steps that lead up to the temple’s entrance, I stand before a set of large, ornate doors. I open them with a push and step inside my master’s abode.
Several other generals wait inside, kneeling before our creator. He sits atop his throne—the seat once reserved for the High Priest who led the Goddess’ followers in this region.
With quick steps, I join my fellow generals at the foot of his throne, taking a knee and lowering my head.
Among the generals, many are well-known for their abrasive and boisterous demeanor, yet even they remain silent as we await the arrival of our final member.
Soon, the doors behind me open, and he arrives. He takes his place beside me, and the six of us continue to kneel before our master.
“Rise.”
We do as he commands, climbing to our feet.
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“The time has come.” His eyes fall on me. “Vrazruk. You will lead them.” He looks toward another general, Mazug. “You will accompany him.”
“Thank you, my Lord!” I reply, excited to have been chosen by the Lord of Chaos himself.
“I care not how many you slay, but you are forbidden to kill the three heroes.”
“I understand.” I can’t help but give a wide smile as I imagine the slaughter that I will soon unleash.
“Go, then, and do not fail me.”
I turn immediately, and Mazug joins me as we exit the temple. Together, we begin to gather the thousands of fiends that sit idle outside as we ready ourselves to march toward the humans who have invaded our lands.
Just wait, humans. We’ll meet soon enough.




Epilogue: Destiny

----- Miri -----
 
“T-thank you for the escort...” I bow to the merchant as he sits atop his carriage.
“No problem, little lady. If you’re ever in need of companionship again, don’t hesitate to ask.”
I see him off with a stiff smile as he continues his journey without me.
After my rescue by the hands of Sir Locke, I paid to join a merchant’s caravan. His guards provided a much-needed source of safety during my travels these past couple weeks.
However, despite spending weeks with him, I was never comfortable in his presence.
He’s not a bad person, but…
Ever since going through that horrendous experience in the bandit’s hideout, I’ve never truly been the same. I’m fine around other women, but anytime a man looks at me…
I wish Sir Locke were here…
The only exception is the one who saved me. Rather than fear, I feel my heart quicken anytime our eyes meet.
I need to focus. I can’t afford to fail.
I begin walking down the busy street, avoiding the eyes of the men.
I’m finally here, in Silvia, where my destiny can truly take root.
I thought I’d prepared myself for this moment, but now that the time is here, I feel a nearly overwhelming anxiety.
It’s okay Miri. You can do this! The Goddess herself believes in me, so why shouldn’t I do the same?
With a deep breath, I open the door to a very particular shop. The man inside looks up as I enter, and his scary eyes nearly cause my body to freeze.
“Got business here?” he asks bluntly as he continues polishing the sword on the counter.
“Y-yeah.”
“Then let’s hear it. Looking for a weapon to defend yourself?”
“No, it’s nothing like that. I came looking for you.”
His hands stop and his eyes bore into me. “Do I know you?”
His stare nearly causes the breath to catch in my throat, but I force my voice out, regardless. “N-no, not yet. But you will.”
“Huh? You’re not making much sense.”
Geh. I was never good at this kind of thing…
“S-sorry, let me start over.” I bow my head slightly to prevent having to hold his eyes. “My name is Miri, and I need to speak with Marquis Adel regarding the hero, Sir John Lawrence Locke.”
His eyes go wide. “H-hero? You mean the False Hero, right?”
I raise my head, meeting his eyes without flinching. “Hmph. Someone as valiant as Sir Locke doesn’t deserves such a demeaning title.” My tone changes drastically, and I speak with confidence.
He shakes his head with a sigh. “Again? How did I end up as the middleman between Lutz’s believers and Marquis Adel…?”
“So, you do understand.” I sigh in relief.
“Come on. Let’s make this quick.”
He leads me to the marquis estate, and the guards let us in after a short wait. Before I know it, I’m standing alone in front Marquis Adel’s door as my heart races in anxiety.
“Enter.” I hear from inside the room.
I comply, and step inside.
The youthful, red-haired man seated behind a desk looks me over with a calculating eye. “Miri, was it?”
I fidget uncomfortably. “Yes, Marquis Adel.”
“I hear you met the False Hero in the east. Care to elaborate?”
“W-with pleasure, but first,” the hesitation in my words vanish, “can I ask that you not refer to him with that ridiculous title?”
I—I can’t believe I just spoke to a high noble like that…!
“And how do you refer to him?”
“As Sir Locke, always.”
He eyes me for several long seconds, and it feels as if I’m about to break out in a cold sweat.
No, have faith Miri! The Goddess wouldn’t send me here with this difficult request if it weren’t vital to saving the world!
“Perhaps you should start from the beginning. How exactly did you meet … Sir Locke.”
“Certainly, I will tell you everything. But first, please allow me to explain the reason for my visit.”
“Fine, go ahead.”
C’mon Miri. You can do this! He won’t reject me … right?
“Marquis Adel, one of the few who has earned his trust, I ask that you allow me to form a church in Silvia—a church dedicated to worshipping the one, true hero chosen by the Goddess: Sir John Lawrence Locke.”
Marquis Adel’s eyes go wide as I reveal to him the destiny given to me by the Goddess herself.
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Extra Chapter

----- Elise -----
 
For the third day in a row, I step into the grounds that surround the large orphanage situated a short distance from the castle’s wall. As I walk through the open gate, I recall the pitiful state the orphanage was in just two years ago.
It was much smaller then, with a paltry plot of open land outside the building for the children to use as a playground. They were constantly understaffed, undersupplied, and forced to turn away many children who desperately needed a place to live.
Many thought the orphanage’s fate was sealed—that they would be forced to shutter their doors at any time.
That all changed with the visit of a single, little girl.
By happenstance, this country’s princess, Lumina de Eldridge, passed by during one of her rare trips outside the castle walls. When she saw the state of the orphanage, she ordered the carriage to halt.
From the information I’ve managed to gather on that day, the guards refused to stop, afraid of endangering the princess. However, she became obstinate and fled the carriage, forcing the guards to follow her onto the orphanage grounds.
The nuns who ran the orphanage were terrified at having the princess and her guards suddenly appear at their door. They expected to be ordered to gather the children and leave, due to their debts and the poor condition of the orphanage, which many considered an eyesore—especially since it was so close to the castle.
I can only imagine their shock when the princess informed them that she’d help finance the orphanage with her monthly allowance.
When she returned to the castle, Lumina fought desperately for permission to visit the orphanage, and ever since then, she’s made an appearance several times a month.
The king himself made a large donation, which allowed the orphanage to buy up the land around it and nearly triple the size of the building, allowing it to house far more orphans than before. Of course, he did so in order to secure the protection of his daughter during her visits.
I pass by several children playing in the wide, open grounds as I step up to the orphanage’s door. It’s open to visitors during the day, so I walk right in, and the old lady in charge of the place spots me and waves.
I’ve visited this orphanage several times a week for the past couple months, so she simply turns back to her chores after greeting me.
I pick up a wash rag and fill a bucket with soapy water. As usual, I begin cleaning the messes left by the young children who call this place home.
Will she show up today?
Nobody knows which days the princess will visit, so I can only estimate the time of her arrival and show up each day until she appears. It’s the only way I can reliably meet her in person.
At first, I only came on orders from my father. He wished for me to practice the art of gathering information by befriending the princess and delving into her personal life. He believed that she was hiding her true self beneath a veil of righteousness.
I, too, thought the same—until recently. Despite my investigations, I could turn up no faults in her virtues. It seems as if she truly is as innocent as she appears.
That’s why I want to tell her the truth while I still have the chance.
Please visit soon, Princess. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be allowed to roam freely.
After about an hour of work, I hear a commotion outside. I drop what I’m doing, rush to the door, and peer toward the gate.
Walking along the path that leads to the orphanage is the princess, Lumina de Eldridge. As usual, she greets the children, telling them stories of life within the castle walls, and I watch on from afar until she finishes her speeches.
When I sense the proper timing, I walk up to her and bow. “Good afternoon, Princess. It’s a pleasure to meet you again.”
She gives me a warm smile. “Elise. I’m glad you decided to visit today. I have many things I wish to share with you.”
Princess Lumina waves me over to a set of benches and begins to tell me of the many things that she experienced since we last met. I listen with a genuine smile on my face, though the joy I feel is bittersweet.
When she finishes speaking, I finally respond. “You’ve been very busy, haven’t you?”
“Ah, well, Father is very demanding, after all. Though it is in my best interest, so I can’t complain.”
“Yes. I hope you continue to live happily, even after—” I cut my words short.
The princess picks up on the shift in my mood. “What’s wrong, Elise?”
I hesitate to respond, not wanting to drag her into our family’s mess, but the look in her eyes tells me that she won’t be satisfied until I spill the truth.
“Princess Lumina, the Valeria family—my family—is under investigation for the crime of high treason.”
“W-what!?” Her eyes go wide.
“Because of that, I do not believe we will have a chance to meet again. So, before we part for the last time, I wanted you to know the truth—the reason why I began to visit this orphanage.”
Despite her shock, she remains silent, staring at me as I attempt to find the right words. In the end, I can’t think of an elegant way to tell her, so I just say it.
“Your Highness, Princess Lumina. I first came here in order to investigate you. I thought you were hiding something—secrets that you kept buried. I intended to unearth them and prove that you were as ugly as the others.”
I stand from the bench on which I was sitting, then drop, kneeling before her. “Please forgive me.”
“Stand, Elise.”
I want to stay down, feeling unworthy of standing before her. Yet, I cannot disobey her order.
The princess looks up at me from her seated position. “I didn’t care for your reasons. It was obvious to me that you took pleasure in giving these poor children a helping hand, so I ignored your investigations.”
“You knew!?”
“Of course. I may be young, but I’m no fool.”
“Then why didn’t you say anything?”
“Because it wasn’t important to me. You’re an honorable girl, Elise. I never doubted your intentions, despite your methods.”
I look down in shame. “Princess…”
“Enough of this worthless topic. Tell me about the crimes of which your family is accused.”
I tell her everything—even secrets of which I would be severely scolded for by my father for revealing.
In the end, she gives me a word of encouragement before leaving in haste. Of course, I know it’s useless. The nobles have set up a devious trap for our family. A single, nine-year-old princess can’t stop what is coming.
At least, it should have been impossible. Yet, to my astonishment, the king ordered an unbiased, third party to investigate us in secret. They revealed evidence of the setup, and in the end, all charges were dropped.
I could only stare in amazement as my father explains how the princess fought for us, claiming our innocence.
She did it. She actually did it…
From that day on, I knew my destiny—to stay by Princess Lumina’s side and protect her. Although the path I walked to achieve my dream was fraught with danger, I endured.
After two, long years living on the edge of death, I finally fulfilled my goal and became her personal attendant.
I swear that I will protect her with these hands, even if I have to abandon everything in the process.
Although I managed to find my purpose in life, I never imagined that I would be thrown into the center of the conflict to bring this world back onto the path of survival.
I only hope that I’m strong enough to protect Princess Lumina until the day we claim victory.




Afterword





Hello everyone, Michael Plymel here. Did you enjoy your journey alongside Lutz and his little group of girls? If you did, then you’ll be happy to hear that their journey will continue for a long while yet. There are still so many things to see and do; in fact, their adventure has only just begun! In true light novel style, double digit volume numbers are a real possibility.
Wherever it ends, all that matters is that you enjoy reading it, right? Making it fun was my goal from the very start. Whether or not I succeeded is up to each individual to decide, but no matter how many times I read my own books, I never get tired of them. So, I’m satisfied with the result.
For those who want to continue the adventure immediately, Volume 4 is already available on Amazon. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.
Lastly, I’d like to thank all of the artists who brought the volumes to life. So many great pieces from so many talented artists.
Thank you for deciding to read The False Hero, and I hope to see you again in the future!
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Desperation

Z

Eise is the onfy daughter of the Valeria famify, a (ineage of nofles A
for their cunning nature and tendency to involve themselves in the schemes
and politics of high nobility. i :

.‘ ¢y B
‘Unlike her family, Elise is an fonest and straightforward girl making it
difficult for her to ive the life that her father wished:

Fortuntely, thanks to a string of circwm.ngce:, she meets Princess Lumina
who ends up saving fier family from the false accusations of figh treason.
ZEver since that day, Elise has dedicated Rerself to Princess Lumina,
becoming her attendant and guarding her with her [ife.
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Releases a circulating disc
of water which travels forward
at a moderate speed. Foes caught
in its currents will be dragged
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strength of its currents.
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Bicirank.
An elf whose village was attacked and de:
only known survivor, she was found and |
she was sold to Lutz as a slave.

Under Lutz's c‘ure. she began to quickly gr
her desire for revenge, she confronted the,
the attack on her village and kills him.

UNIQUE SKILLS wemmem——

stroyed by a Auman a %ftﬁe
brought to the city,of. here
ow as a Wind inagz.:ﬂ)rt;vzn by
supposed mastermind behind

Now, her continued, growth is fueled by ﬁe desire to gain-enough strength

to stay by Lutz's side as his partner.
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Sends a powerfu][ bolt of g
electricity toward the target. It
will travel straight through
anything in its path until it
loses enough power or meets an
object capable of resisting or
redirecting its electrical
energy. Higher levels and <+,
Intelligence increase its po;&*e’f
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Sdoscription

Places a buff on all selected i
targets that heals their wounds
over time. Higher levels and
Intelligence increases spell's
range, AOE size,and power.
Some say that when mastered, |
the spell gains additional e

effects.
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Disillusioned busisnessman, Jofin Lawrence Locke, finds ﬁmueﬂ'sum}mmer{as ero to
anothier world; filled with monsters and magic. With fiis body reverted to tie‘age of
fifteen, the thirty-three-year-old's mind is filled with the }wsnﬁll’ty of les and’
adventures, (ike the ones tn fiis favorite video games.

Vi
‘Unfortunately for fiim, Gfe isn't abways so convenient. Betrayed by the very people who
summoned fiim, fie's condemned as the False Hero and forced to flee for fiis fife. Alone in
an unfamiliar worli and fiunted by all of humanity, e takes on the afias of Lutz and
uses his gaming knowledge to quickly adapt to the wor(d’s strangely game-fike
‘mechanics. L
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Lumina de Eldridge is the only princess g
;ﬂase'n. to summon the four Great Heroes
of mana she fias thanks to fier Unique SK;

Being chosen as the summoner was a grei
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As an adventerous spirit, Belle has no

the only one of the group without a

(em following Lutz wherever fie

takes fier, and she hopes that during her
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