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      Prologue: The Old Guy Panics


      Zelos was alone in a field of rocks, swinging his pickaxe.


      When he’d started, he’d only gotten some iron ore and a smattering of rarer ores. As he’d continued to dig, he’d started finding all sorts of different ores. At this point, he was fully absorbed in mining.


      His stamina was just as insane as it always had been; it was rare for him to get fatigued, making him perfect for this kind of manual labor. His awakened skills—Limit Breaker, Criticality Breaker, and Zenith Breaker—weren’t just for show.


      “Yup. I really do have some crazy stamina, if I do say so myself. Mostly thanks to my awakened skills... They were pretty much the only broken skills in Swords & Sorceries.”


      “Awakened skills” in the Swords & Sorceries VRRPG not only raised the level cap for your overall level, but they also made you more effective at everything you did, including various job skills. When you put all three awakened skills together, they synergized, becoming a combo so powerful, it practically seemed like a cheat code for the game.


      I kind of just got those skills without even realizing it, didn’t I? And I have no idea how. I wonder if they’re a thing in this world too? If they are, then that’d mean... Actually, you know, I’d rather not think about it.


      Zelos’s knowledge was based on how things had worked in the game, and he wasn’t sure how much of that applied to this world he was in now. He’d tried to confirm what he could, but there was still a lot he didn’t know.


      At the moment, though, at least one thing was clear: He was mining at a ridiculous pace, far faster than any heavy machinery could’ve managed. That by itself, of course, was plenty irrational.


      “Hmm... It sure seems like there are a lot of gems here, doesn’t it? I’m not even getting that much ore at the moment. There are crystals too, but I’m not sure what I should do with those... Aha! Maybe I could use them to make presents for Luceris and Jeanne!”


      And so, Zelos had completely forgotten why he’d come here in the first place.


      “I’d get a fortune if I sold them, but I feel like it’d probably be better to turn them into magic tools. Let’s leave aside just a handful to pay for my expenses, and use the rest to make— Hmm, yes, what should I make...?”


      Gems and magic stones were precious in this world. Magic stones were basically the crystallized distillation of the fluid and mana within a monster’s body. They could be easily fused with magic stones of the same magical attribute to create a larger one with a larger pool of mana and more powerful spells. However, as you used the stone, it’d gradually get smaller, and eventually, it’d disappear.


      Stones were generally best used in magic tools that were used frequently.


      Gems, on the other hand, could only hold so much mana, but they were more convenient, since they didn’t shrink over time as their mana was consumed.


      Larger gems could hold more mana and more powerful spells, but if you failed to properly enclose the mana or magic inside, the gem’s physical bonds would break down, causing the gem to disintegrate into sand. At that point, it wouldn’t be useful in anything but paint. Artists would be happy about it, sure—but to a mage, it would be a painful loss.


      As a result, mages generally only tried to turn gems into magic gems when they were making things like magic tools for self-defense.


      “I guess I’d like to make some prototypes and get feedback from people who use magic. So Zweit and the others, as well as Iris—oh, and Luceris too, right? What about something that boosts healing magic, then? Mmm, yes... That doesn’t sound half bad.”

    

  

  
    [image: insert1]
  

  
    
      Already in full crafter mode, he acted like making that kind of magic tool would be no big deal. Of course, it had slipped his mind, for the moment, that he was an anomaly.


      While making them might have been a trivial task for him, any of this world’s inhabitants would consider such items extraordinary. And Zelos wasn’t thinking about what that might lead to.


      “Now, then, let’s get back to mini— Hmm?”


      Through his mask, Zelos watched two things pop into his field of view: a compass arrow pointing in a particular direction, and a flashing red emergency light.


      “Crap! I forgot all about the assassins! Dammit, I’ve gotta go...”


      Zelos hurriedly took his Harley-Sanders Model 13 out of his inventory and put in the key—a feature he’d added after learning a painful lesson.


      Zelos sent mana to the bike’s mana-powered motor, which quietly started to growl. He turned the throttle, and the bike’s wheels started to rapidly spin, tearing away at the ground as the bike accelerated.


      It wasn’t long before a mysterious black object was zipping through the Ramaf Woods...


      The barrier around the Harley-Sanders Model 13 allowed it to plow through the forest in a straight line—a line that unfortunately happened to cross a plant monster called a treant, which had only been looking for a meal.


      Moments later, Zelos’s motorbike was gone, and his path was left covered by a bed of wood chips that had just moments ago been a treant.


      Treant wood, by the way, was a valuable material for magic staves. You could sell it for a pretty penny.


      Given the situation, Zelos hardly had the time to collect the wood himself. But some time later, some students who came across the wood collected it to turn into staves.


      The students eventually sold the wood chips in bulk to crafters, providing the students with a bit of pocket money. Meanwhile, the crafters who bought the chips were able to make a whole plethora of treant wood staves—which were in turn bought up by the students.


      This new supply of powerful staves helped narrow the gap between the noble students—who already had excellent magic conduits—and the regular students at the Istol Academy of Magic. This, in turn, caused a monumental shift in the students’ grades...but that was a story for another day.


      Zelos didn’t know it, but he’d just made a big move toward solving a deep-seated issue at the academy.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Zweit Comes Under Attack


      “How long are you gonna keep sitting on my back?” Zweit said, trying to tell the girl perched on his back to get off.


      But the girl stubbornly clung to him. “I can’t let you get away. Not if I want to eat...”


      With the girl restraining him, he couldn’t move. He’d tried, but it just tired him out.


      But he hadn’t missed the girl saying that she “couldn’t let him get away.”


      It sounded like she was an assassin hired by Samtrol.


      “Get off already. I mean, you’re not exactly heavy, but...it’s getting annoying.”


      “No. If I let you go, I won’t get any food...”


      “If you think you’re strong, how ’bout you come work for us? I’m sure we’d pay you a decent amount if you’re any good.”


      The girl hesitated for a moment. “I dunno. I don’t want to kill people, so...”


      It was becoming clear to Zweit that this girl wasn’t an assassin by choice—that she was just in her profession because it was her only option if she wanted to live.


      And so, he thought perhaps he could win her over to his side. Maybe that’s how I get out of here alive.


      But things were never that easy.


      “Would you mind not trying to seduce my little girl here?” a new voice—not the girl—chimed in. “I swear, you can’t take your eyes off an attractive man for a second...”


      When Zweit looked to where the voice had come from, he saw a woman wearing a black evening dress and a ridiculous amount of flashy jewelry.


      Actually, no; it wasn’t just a woman. There was also a boy about Zweit’s age, dressed in knight’s armor, drawing a sword and getting into a stance.


      He had a collar around his neck with a red magic gem set into it, the sign of a serious criminal.


      “Who the hell are you...?”


      “Oh, but do you really need to know?” the woman said. “I’m not exactly a big softy. I don’t feel the need to introduce myself to a boy who’s about to die.”


      “Ah... So you’re the assassins that idiot hired, huh? Or, what—the last remnants of some group my dad took out?”


      “I thought I just said I wasn’t going to bother introducing myself. On the off chance that we somehow mess this up, I’ll be the one getting chewed out for it. Not that we will mess up, of course.”


      The woman’s voice was cloyingly sweet, not too unlike the voices belonging to the prostitutes around Stihla that sometimes called out to Zweit. It left him uneasy.


      Regardless, her words made it clear she was a killer. With what little information he had, Zweit decided to scope out the situation with a bluff.


      “Hmm... Are you sure you want to be here right now?”


      The woman paused, thrown off guard. “What do you mean by that? I don’t like that you’re acting so calm...”


      “Oh, it’s no big deal. But just...think about it. My dad already knew you guys were going to try to pull something. Safe to assume someone’s been leaking all your plans, right?”


      “So what? However impressive your father may be, he won’t be able to do anything to stop us, boy.”


      “You’re not very smart, are you? Sure, maybe he wouldn’t be able to do anything to you...if your group were still standing. But he may be destroying it right about now, y’know? I could see him doing that.”


      The woman—Sharanla—was starting to worry.


      If Zweit—their target—was telling the truth, it was entirely possible that even if they killed him here and now, they might return to find that their organization had been destroyed.


      He had, after all, been given some insane monsters—the coccos—as his guards. It was fair to assume their plans had been leaked.


      Zweit also seemed awfully calm for the situation he was in. He didn’t appear panicked in the slightest.


      Better use this while I’ve got the chance...


      With Sharanla distracted, her mind racing through all sorts of different possibilities, Zweit used the opportunity to sneakily activate the magic amulet Zelos had given him.


      From the way these assassins had gotten caught up in conversation with their target, he’d assumed they were amateurs and figured he’d have no problem buying himself a moment to act. Still, he breathed a silent sigh of relief as soon as he confirmed he’d been right.


      “I can never tell what Dad’s thinking, but I know one thing: He’s ruthless with his enemies. Wouldn’t surprise me if he already had an idea where your hideout is.”


      Zweit had just used one of his trump cards. He didn’t want to let his enemies know that, of course, so he did his best to keep the conversation going.


      In part, he was trying to stall for time. But now that he knew help would be on the way, he was also trying to get as much information as he could out of these assassins.


      “Is your father really all that amazing? You haven’t even given us any proof. I’m not sure I can believe you, boy.”


      “Fair enough. Still, while it may be weird for me to say this about my own dad...the guy’s insane, you know? Trust me, he’d have no problems using his son as bait to crush some group he wants gone.”


      “H-Huh?! Then what about my freedom?!”


      “Freedom?” Zweit asked. “You’ve got a thrall collar around your neck, so you’re a criminal slave, right? What’d you even do?”


      The slave boy, Reinhardt, suddenly averted his eyes, desperate to avoid Zweit’s gaze.


      The pink ninja girl, however, didn’t miss a beat. “He tried to make a slave harem,” she butted in from behind Zweit. “He failed.”


      “Oh. So that’s what it was. You tried to force yourself on a lawful slave and got caught... Are you an idiot? Slaves still have human rights unless they’ve committed some serious crimes, y’know?”


      “I didn’t knoooooow!”


      “He really is an idiot, isn’t he? Every country has its own laws, so you really should learn them before you go to a new country. But he didn’t, and he just went straight to buying a slave and trying to put his hands on her...which is how he ended up like this.”


      “And so you got bought yourself as a criminal slave, huh? Can’t say I feel sorry for you...”


      “C’mon! Every guy dreams of having his own harem, right?!”


      “Uh...no. I’d be fine with just one woman I’ve really fallen for. Besides, having to deal with loads of women seems like a pain. Like what Dad does.”


      “AND YOU CALL YOURSELF A MAN?!” Reinhardt XIII screamed with everything he had.


      But as Sharanla had said, every country had its laws—and those laws were there to be followed. Reinhardt had ignored them outright, and now he was reaping what he’d sown.


      “For starters, lawful slave merchants are sort of like middlemen for employers and job seekers. They have to pass a whole lot of checks from the state before they get permission to operate, and they sell their slaves to businesses that are short on workers. The slaves can earn back their freedom by paying off their debts, and sometimes decide to keep working at the same job. That’s all just common sense, right?”


      “So they’re sort of like employment agencies, then. But what do the slaves do if they get sent somewhere bad?”


      “Anyone who becomes a slave has their name recorded in a register in whatever territory they’re in. They can’t leave that territory—or, well, since they’ve got debts in that territory, they need to get a permit before they can go anywhere else. And the people who buy the slaves have to protect their rights. They can’t just work their slaves to death. If they tried, they’d end up as a criminal slave themselves! And slaves can take their owners to court too.”


      “Why are there such strict laws around slavery?! It’s insane!”


      “Why are you trying to act like the victim here? They may be slaves, but they’re still people, so of course they keep their rights. As long as they don’t have criminal records, they’re no different from regular citizens. I don’t know whether that’s the same in other countries, though, mind you.”


      Those who were sold as slaves all had their circumstances. Generally, they couldn’t find work through regular means, or they were living in poverty and had nowhere else to turn. Slave merchants were almost a refuge of sorts to people like those—and just because they were enslaved didn’t mean they had their rights stripped away.


      It was sort of like using your own body as collateral to get a loan. You’d work without pay for a while until your loan was paid off, and your owner was obliged to keep you properly fed, clothed, and sheltered.


      “Did you seriously think slaves were out there selling themselves because they wanted to? They’ve all got their reasons, y’know?”


      “But they’re slaves! You expect them to serve their master, right?! Who expects to get dragged to court just because they went in for a kiss?!”


      “Just imagine you had someone you’ve got no interest in coming up to you and saying, ‘I order you to kiss me.’ Could you do it? Even if it was some obese old lady with caked-on makeup? What if she asked you to ‘keep her company’ at night?”


      “U-Ugh. No. If that happened to me, I’d run away.”


      “See? That’s why you got charged. Because you tried to force something on someone who didn’t want it. And now you say you don’t want someone doing that to you... You get the contradiction, right?”


      Reinhardt couldn’t think of a retort. He shrunk down, depressed.


      His only real argument was a stubborn This is a fantasy world! Why are the laws so damn strict?! This is no different from Earth! And that was the thought process that’d gotten him charged for sexual harassment and abuse of authority.


      “Still, though... So you got sold off to a criminal organization, huh? They’re never gonna set you free—you know that, right?”


      “Why not?! If what you’re saying is right, then I should be able to sue my master too if things get bad, shouldn’t I?!”


      “No, well... An official, state-approved slave merchant shouldn’t have been able to sell you to a criminal organization in the first place. Anyone dealing in the slave trade—whether it’s lawful slaves or criminal slaves—needs to present ID. Each territory’s slave traders have a special ID that records their name, their family structure and so on. So if they sold a slave to a group of criminals, it’d catch up to them in no time.”


      “What are you getting at?”


      “What I’m saying is, the only way someone can get sold to a criminal organization is if there’s some forgery or something going on. Besides, I’ve got no idea how good you are with that sword, but your owner’s never gonna just throw away a useful pawn, right?”


      “Th-Then... What’s gonna happen to me?”


      “Here’s the thing: the moment you were registered as a criminal, you were considered to have lost all your rights, starting from when you committed the crime. And sometimes, well...people turn a blind eye if someone like you gets passed on to the black market. Of course, there are a lot of people out there who work criminal slaves to the bone...”


      No criminal organization would let a slave go free as long as it still had a use for them. It’d work them to death, and just leave their body to rot when they died.


      Reinhardt had wanted a slave so badly. And now, through his own idiocy, he’d ended up as one himself.


      “The thrall collar you’ve got on—it’s got a red gem in it. That means you must’ve committed a pretty serious crime, y’know? They wouldn’t usually use something like that for sexual harassment. Did you... Did you do something else too?”


      “I, uh... I fought back against the guards who came to arrest me. I thought they were robbers or something. But no, apparently they were from the government...”


      “So sexual harassment as well as violence against guards, huh? Yeah, that makes sense, then... Sounds like you had it coming.”


      “I didn’t even kill anyone! C’mon...”


      Reinhardt was crouching down, forlorn, his arms around his knees.


      “That’s enough about the stupid boy. Sorry, but we really do need you to die now, okay?”


      “Yeah, I figured... Even if my dad dismantles your whole group, I guess you’re still criminals yourselves. Makes sense you’d want to get rid of me now that I’ve seen your faces...”


      “Glad you’re quick on the uptake~! Not like our little idiot boy over here. Anyway... Nobody?”


      Surprised to suddenly hear her “name” called, the girl—still clinging to Zweit’s back—tilted her head in confusion.


      “You’re on his back, aren’t you? Can’t you just finish him off from there?”


      “Mmm... I can’t. I’m too light, so he’ll run away if I stop restraining him.”


      “Aren’t you a ninja? Shouldn’t you have some kind of secret weapon hidden inside a bracer or a pocket or something?”


      “Why would I put it in my pocket? It’d be dangerous if I fell over. I don’t want to stab myself.”


      “I thought ninjas were meant to have weapons hidden all over the place?”


      “That’s prejudice. Ninjas only use hidden weapons when we’re running away. And we don’t have that many of them... I thought old people were meant to know better than that.”


      Ninjas were essentially spies. Their main role was information gathering, and they only fought or sowed chaos in the rear lines of a fight when they were faced with an emergency that left them no other choice.


      They avoided flashy sword fights, and prioritized covert action. Since they emphasized mobility, they preferred to exclusively carry small, mobile weapons such as shuriken.


      “Did you just call me ol— Ahem. I thought ninjas were supposed to be good at assassinating people?”


      “No. We’re spies. Ninjas and assassins aren’t the same thing. Get with the times.”


      She called me old again... “Wh-What’s even the difference?”


      “We just gather information. Assassination is someone else’s job...”


      Silence ensued for a moment.


      Ninjas were often misunderstood. Japanese people often conceived of them as a group of shadowy individuals doing dirty work in the dark of night, but ninjas actually earned their pay by positioning themselves throughout the land and gathering information for their masters, and they used that pay to support their families. They weren’t that different from your average farmer.


      “Oh, fine... Just hold him there like that, then. I’ll finish him off myself...right now!”


      As soon as Sharanla finished speaking, she threw a knife. But the knife was repelled by something in midair and fell to the ground.


      Zweit panicked for a moment, but breathed a sigh of relief when he realized it must be the effect of the special amulet he’d gotten from Zelos. For now, he’d be safe. But he still couldn’t let his guard down.


      “Wha—?! A magic tool... One that automatically protects you, is it? You’ve got quite the item there...”


      “I got it as a gift. Just to let you know—pretty much whatever attack you throw at me, it’s just going to bounce off. The guy who made it isn’t exactly normal.”


      “Tch... Damn thing. But once it runs out of mana...”


      “We’ll see about that. I thought I just told you the guy who made it isn’t normal? I don’t know exactly how long it’ll last, but I think it’ll be a while, at least.”


      “It...sounds like you have something else up your sleeve too. I don’t like how confident you are.”


      “Good guess. You’ll all be done for soon. I’ve already sent the signal—by now, the ultimate bodyguard’s on the way. It looks like you activated a boundary, but I don’t think it’ll last too long once he’s here...”


      Sharanla was feeling an urge to click her tongue in frustration.


      What she’d used was a magic tool known as Isolation Field, and once it was deployed, anyone inside couldn’t leave the boundary until the effect ran out. What was more, it was a magic tool from ancient times that had been dug up, so it was nearly impossible to buy another one.


      She’d intended to use it to get Zweit alone, but the way it worked meant that they were trapped inside as well. None of them knew just how long Zweit’s magic tool would be effective, but in the current situation, it looked like they’d have a hard time killing him; a drawn-out fight seemed inevitable. And if reinforcements were coming for Zweit, they might start guarding the area around the perimeter. That meant Sharanla and the others wanted to retreat, and fast—but they couldn’t go outside of the boundary until Sharanla’s own magic tool stopped working.


      In short, there’d been a big flaw in their plan, and it was too late for them to do anything about it.


      “How much longer are you going to sit there depressed?! Help me already!”


      “B-But, Sharanla... Even if I kill this guy, it won’t secure my freedom, will it? I didn’t even want to kill anyone... I just figured I’d have to toughen up and do it. But now, it’s... It’s not even gonna do anything for me, is it? Aha ha ha... I just can’t find the motivation any more...”


      “Ugh, fine... I’ll put in a good word with Darling for you, okay? So quit moping and lend me a hand!”


      “Can I really trust you? You’re not just saying that, are you? Not just going to make me kill someone for you, and then pretend you never said anything? I can kind of see it...”


      Ugh, who taught him that... Cocky little pawn. Fine, then. There’s no other choice. I’ll have to do something about the target myself...


      Sharanla drew a dagger and came slashing at Zweit.


      SCHWIIIIIING!


      It was repelled with another shrill sound. The attack couldn’t reach him.


      She tried again and again, but the same thing happened every time.


      It was at this point that Sharanla realized Zweit’s magic tool was going to be more of a problem than she’d first expected. It gave him a spherical boundary that completely surrounded him, and the barrier was able to reinforce itself with pinpoint accuracy at whichever spot it was hit by an attack.


      As she took a closer look at the amulet, she noticed it seemed to be gathering mana from the environment, making it clear it was designed to operate for long periods of time. It didn’t seem like it was going to run out of mana easily.


      In other words, it was similar to the Isolation Field Sharanla had used. The only differences were that one was an item you set down, while the other was something you wore; and that one had a wide area of effect, while the other only worked within a small range.


      “Can’t you just be a good boy and let us kill you? You’re being a real pain, you know that? Everything’s going wrong!”


      “Why the hell should I care? I’ve got no reason to make life easy for a bunch of criminals.”


      “He’s right,” Nobody said. “And it seems weird to just kill a person because someone doesn’t like him... It’s not fancy.”


      “Whose side are you even on, Nobody?!” Sharanla replied, fuming.


      The pink ninja girl didn’t really seem to care, though. “A shinobi must dedicate herself to her duty.”


      “That’s a pretty grown-up thing to say for someone your age. You sure you’re not older than you look?” Zweit said.


      “Oh. Are you falling for me? That’d be dangerous for you, you know?”


      “Uh,” Zweit said, pausing. “It would, yeah. In a lot of ways, if you know what I mean. And that’s not a risk I wanna take.”


      “‘If you know what I mean’? You perv.”


      “Where’d that come from...?”


      Zweit’s life was at stake here, but somehow this was becoming more like a scene out of a rom-com.


      One would’ve expected a bloodbath to be playing out right now, but the encounter was moving along listlessly, if at all.


      Not that Zweit had a problem with that, of course. He was fine with anything as long as it let him buy time.


      Reinhardt was less happy. “Y’know, I think I will kill you...”


      “Huh? Why now? I thought you were just saying that killing me wouldn’t help you?”


      “You’re hitting on a girl right in front of my eyes! And she’s a loli! Of course I’d be jealous, you asshole!”


      Reinhardt was envious, and he was taking it out on Zweit.


      “Uh... Are you sure you’re okay in the head? She’s a kid. Putting your hands on her’d make you no better than a degenerate. I mean, sure, there are some nobles out there who get married with pretty big age gaps, but most of those are political marriages, and they don’t actually do anything to the younger one until they come of age. There might be exceptions, I guess, but...”


      “But I... I wanna touch a loli!”


      “You’re... You’re not even trying to hide it, huh? I guess you really are a degenerate. I can see how you ended up as a criminal slave. You’re certainly true to your desires...”


      “Thanks. I’ll take it as a compliment.”


      “It’s not a compliment!”


      Reinhardt really was a scumbag. Unable to even keep looking at his stupid face anymore, Zweit shifted his gaze to Sharanla. He didn’t say anything, but the disgust was clear in his eyes.


      “D-Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t think he’d be this much of an idiot either!”


      “But you’re on the same side, right? Do something about him.”


      “I only met him a few days ago. There’s nothing I can do. I’m not his guardian!”


      “S-Stop talking about me like I’m embarrassing!”


      Both responded as one: “No, you’re definitely embarrassing...”


      Flying into a rage at the word, Reinhardt drew his sword again and started chasing Zweit around.


      Zweit, for his part, had already gotten up, and was running for his life—with the ninja girl still on his back.


      For Sharanla, the whole thing was a complete and utter nuisance. But if she tried to attack Zweit without being careful, she was liable to get caught up in Reinhardt’s slashing frenzy, so she couldn’t do anything about it.


      Emotional idiots like him were always a pain to deal with.


      What had been meant to be a quick surprise attack had gotten dragged out into a growing hassle.


      * * *


      The coccos had a problem.


      Zweit, the person they’d been tasked with guarding, was on the other side of a boundary, and the area was walled off by a barrier that stopped them from getting inside. They were so close to some strong-looking prey, yet the boundary prevented them from doing anything but watch from atop a tree, frustrated. They wanted to get in there and fight as soon as possible.


      “Bocaw.” (“What do we do? Leader will likely get angry with us if we don’t do anything about this.”)


      “Co-kah, co-kah...” (“Is there really no way we can get inside? Those other cretins nearby seem weak, so I doubt they would be a problem, but...”)


      “Bok. Bo-kak.” (“For starters, we stay calm and observe. There could be a hole somewhere.”)


      The three coccos observed as best they could, their eyes as wide as saucers.


      If they panicked, they might miss something important, so they tried to hold back their urge to fight and keep observing the barrier.


      As they did, they saw a dove fly out of the top of the boundary.


      “C-Cobak, keh?” (“D-Did you see that just now?”)


      “Keh. Bakok-kaw.” (“I did. It would seem the barrier does not extend to the sky.”)


      “Bako bacoba...” (“Then I suppose going in from above should be the plan. But we cannot fly that high...”)


      The coccos were only capable of low-altitude flight. The way their bodies were built meant that they were simply too heavy to soar through the skies; catching the wind and flying through the clouds was beyond them.


      Of course, there were birds the same size as them that were able to fly at high altitudes, but the coccos’ wings weren’t the same as the wings of those other birds.


      “Bo-kekko.” (“Then we must leap from the top of the highest tree we can find.”)


      “Boh, koh.” (“Indeed. Even we are able to glide.”)


      “Kokekke.” (“We might get swept off course by the wind, but we still have to try it.”)


      Nodding in agreement, the coccos started looking for a particularly tall tree.


      All because they wanted to get to the strong opponents, of course...


      * * *


      “W-We need to hurry up! Need to get back to camp as soon as we can! Or else Zweit’s going to—”


      “You say that, but with all these monsters around, it’s hard to make much progress...”


      “Damn that Samtrol, using a thing like this. I swear, I’m gonna murder him...”


      Diio and the others from his group had been returning to the camp to call for reinforcements when they’d come under attack by monsters. Now they were engaged in combat.


      They’d been warned earlier that there might be an ambush today, but they hadn’t expected to get split up. And before they could call for any reinforcements, they had to pass through the gauntlet of monsters that had been lured in by the felscent. Their retreat wasn’t exactly going to plan.


      “D-Don’t tell me... Did Samtrol specifically spread felscent along our escape route?!”


      “With everything he’s done already, it wouldn’t surprise me. He’s probably got some moronic plan by which he ‘saves’ us himself to try to win back some approval.”


      “He is an idiot. I could see him doing something like that to try to get back in our good books without putting in any real effort.”


      “He would, yeah. The idiot that he is...”


      Knowing Samtrol’s personality firsthand, these students from the Wiesler group were able to calmly analyze the situation. And that analysis led them to the assumption that Samtrol had set the whole thing up to try and play the role of the hero.


      “Stop talking, guys, and help us! The two of us alone aren’t gonna last long!”


      “Wonder if I should give up on the whole mercenary thing? This shit ain’t worth it...”


      The two mercenaries with the group were desperately taking down monster after monster—but as time passed, the number of monsters around them was going up, not down.


      At this rate, it was only a matter of time before they’d run out of stamina and end up as monster food. The students, meanwhile, could only use intermediate magic at best, if they were lucky, and it ate up a lot of their mana to boot, so they couldn’t just fire it off carelessly.


      All the while, the horde of monsters continued to swell, as if it were mocking them.


      “So this is as far as we can make it... Well, I guess now we have to just blast open a path back by force. Okay, everyone, we’re gonna use our magic all at once.”


      “S’pose we have to, huh... Would’ve liked to save it for later if we could.”


      Diio channeled mana into his staff and prepared to fire off a spell toward the monsters. But...


      BOOOOOOOOOM!


      Before he could finish, the swarm of monsters ahead was blasted away by powerful magic.


      “Ooh, that was a good hit~!” a voice said in the wake of the explosion. “We shouldn’t have to worry about money for a bit if we can sell the materials from these, huh?”


      “Uh, Iris... Even I can’t disassemble this many monsters, y’know?”


      “We can just get the stones, can’t we? Don’t they sell for a pretty good amount?”


      “We don’t have time to take this many apart, though, that’s the thing... Just look how many you killed.”


      The attack had come from Iris and Jeanne, the guards from Celestina’s party.


      Diio and the rest of his group were happy to have reinforcements, of course...but they were also lost for words at the sheer firepower of the area magic Iris had used.


      “Please don’t go off ahead like that, Iris! There are a lot of monsters.”


      “It’s fine, it’s fine~! The monsters here are weak, so even I can take ’em out with one hit. I mean, you should be able to bludgeon them to death pretty easily yourself, right?”


      “Don’t call it ‘bludgeoning to death’! You make it sound like I enjoy fighting like that!”


      “Am I wrong? Mages usually don’t fight at the front line, do they? I haven’t seen many using maces, at least...”


      Upon learning that the one who’d come to save them was Celestina, Diio—who had feelings for the girl—felt a flame igniting in his heart.


      Though technically, of course, the one who’d saved them was Iris...


      “C-Celestina...” Diio said. Love was blind, and he had no eyes for anyone but Celestina. “You came all this way to save us...”


      “If it matters, there seems to be another group of monsters on the way,” Carosty said, pointing. “What shall we do about it?”


      As soon as she gestured, a great many monsters came rushing in from the direction she’d pointed. As long as everyone stayed here, it seemed they were liable to get caught up in a melee between monsters.


      Iris, however, just took a moment to think, and then clapped her hands together.


      “All right—they’d be a pain to deal with one at a time, so I’m just gonna blow ’em all up at once, okay? Explode.”


      The onlookers responded with a unified “Huh?!”


      KABOOOOOOOOOM!


      A tremendous explosion burst forth, annihilating the monsters—and a good chunk of the forest.


      Afterward, Iris had to spend a while trying desperately to prevent a forest fire. It was her own fault, really.


      Zelos had gradually started to influence her—not that she’d realized that herself.


      * * *


      Watching the enormous explosion from afar, Samtrol and his cronies were left speechless.


      Just as Diio and the other students had expected, Samtrol’s group had set the whole thing up, intending to swoop in at the last moment and look like the heroes. But a number of obstacles had popped up along the way.


      First of all, they’d used too much felscent, drawing too many monsters to the area. Samtrol and his cronies had underestimated what would happen, thinking they’d have no problem whatsoever dealing with some monsters...but the sheer scale of this monster horde had left them too scared to act.


      The next obstacle was Iris. Just as they’d been trying to think of a way to save Diio and the others, the girl had appeared all of a sudden and stolen their glory.


      And the pièce de résistance had been Iris’s Explode spell.


      Similar to the heirloom magic of the four great ducal houses, Explode tended to be treated as advanced strategic magic, kept as an ace up the sleeve of any mage who had it. They would never have expected some random little girl to use it.


      On top of that, she must have defeated quite a few monsters to even get to Diio’s group in the first place—yet despite using all that magic, she showed no signs of running low on mana. All in all, it was no surprise the group was left speechless.


      To be fair, she had recharged her mana with a mana potion or two on the way here...but Samtrol and his allies didn’t know that.


      “What the hell is up with that girl...? How’s she able to use magic like that?”


      “Don’t ask me! Either way, I think it’s pretty obvious at this point—we’ve lost our time to shine.”


      “Yeah... She’s on par with a court mage. We sure she isn’t a disciple of the Mage of Purgatory or something?”


      “I could believe it... And that spell she cast—it was Explode, right? She’s obviously an insanely strong mage. If the guy’s got people like that working for him, aren’t we kinda screwed?”


      Every last part of Samtrol’s plan was falling apart—and his face was growing redder and redder with fury.


      “That fucking duke! How dare he screw up my plans! I’m so mad, I could—”


      “We’d better retreat. There’s nothing we can do at this point.”


      “Yes, it’s probably best we go back. With the way things are looking here, I think they’re probably going to fail as well...”


      It was clear now that the situation was far beyond what the bloodline supremacists had expected. They were all badly shaken.


      Of course, not everyone here was actually a bloodline supremacist. Plenty had simply been brainwashed by Bremait’s magic. Magic that could be fairly easily undone if the target received a large enough mental shock—like, say, the shock from witnessing Iris’s Explode spell just now.


      As a result, the brainwashing’s clutch on them was weakening, and they started preparing to go back to camp of their own accord.


      If Bremait had been here, he would’ve been able to recast the brainwashing magic to reinforce it. But the reality was he wasn’t here, leaving Samtrol with no way to stop these students from leaving.


      “Stop! What are you doing?! I haven’t told you to—”


      “Shut up! We tried following you, and look where it got us! I guess Zweit was right all along.”


      “You know... Surely not, but... You didn’t have us brainwashed, did you? My memory’s a little bit... No, it’s more like I have this feeling that something’s just really wrong. So? What do you have to say?”


      “Right? Now that I look back, there are all sorts of things that seem weird...”


      The more potent the magic that was cast on someone, the stronger the recoil when it disappeared.


      They were still under the effects of the brainwashing to some extent, but they’d started to regain enough of a sense of self to oppose Samtrol, and there were already some who were clearly viewing him with outright hostility.


      It was only a matter of time now before Samtrol would be completely alone.


      “Tch... Damn you, Zweit! I’ll get you back for this insult, I swear it...”


      But Samtrol still didn’t even think he was in the wrong. All he could do was double down on his petty grudge.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Old Guy Hurries


      Sharanla and Reinhardt continued slashing at Zweit, but as every attack was repelled by a barrier, they hadn’t managed to kill him yet.


      Sharanla clicked her tongue, frustrated with the amulet protecting Zweit. They couldn’t just retreat, though. Zweit had seen their faces now—and if they ended up on a wanted list, they wouldn’t be able to live in this country anymore.


      They’d tried to mess with the son of a duke, after all. There’d be no escaping the death penalty if they got captured.


      And that meant they had to kill him, here and now.


      “Can you hurry up and die for us already?” Sharanla asked, annoyed. “I’d like to go home, you know.”


      “I’m not stopping you! Just go! If your home’s still there, that is...”


      “Drop dead, normie! Brave Zapper!”


      SKREEEEEEEEE!


      But even Reinhardt’s mana-charged strike was deflected by Zweit’s barrier. He was blasted back too. It looked like the barrier was even able to hit opponents with a counterattack of sorts.


      “Shit! What even is that tool he’s got? Didn’t think I’d get countered like that. Damn, that hurt...”


      “I suppose we have to be careful here, don’t we? If we use some powerful attack on him without thinking, it might bounce right back at us instead. Can’t say I was expecting it to reflect our attacks...”


      “Mmm... Seems like a pain.”


      “Say, Nobody... You’ve just been clinging to that boy’s back this whole time, haven’t you?”


      “It’s fun.”


      Sharanla and Nobody stared at each other for a moment, silent.


      To the girl, this was a game. She wasn’t helping in the slightest with their assassination attempt.


      She was still clinging to Zweit’s back, having fun as she was thrashed side to side. While expressionless as always, her face seemed somehow lively—though it was hard to say what exactly she was enjoying so much about the whole situation.


      “Would you mind not using my back as a toy?” Zweit asked. “Seriously, just get off already...”


      “No.”


      “Don’t give me ‘no’! I’m getting tired here!”


      “But you said I wasn’t heavy.”


      “Okay, I did, but...you keep grabbing onto my neck. And whenever you do, your bracer pushes against my throat. Can you at least do something about that?”


      “You say that, but you’re enjoying it, right? You’ve got a girl clinging onto you. I bet your heart’s pounding. Right?”


      “I’m not into little girls!”


      “Stop making me jealous, man!” Reinhardt exclaimed. “Why can’t I have a little girl hug me?! Hug me and say, ‘I love you, Big Bro ♡’?! Just once!”


      “My god, you’re a moron.” Sharanla sighed. “Children are just annoying, nothing more. I’d much rather have money.”


      Zweit and Reinhardt responded together: “Those are the words of a woman who can’t get married. Someone who leeches men’s money. There’s no doubt about it—she’s a whore!”


      “Who are you calling a whore?!”


      The young men, having reached some unspoken agreement, refused to respond.


      As for Nobody... Children were naturally innocent, but you could never quite tell what she was thinking. It made her kind of scary. Any attack at Zweit was deflected by the barrier from his amulet, but he still reflexively tried to defend himself each time the assassin lunged at him with a sword. And that made the girl’s arm—which continued to dig into his throat as she got thrown around—feel all the more suffocating.


      “Can’t you just strangle him like that?” Sharanla asked.


      “I’m a kid, and you’re telling me to kill someone? You demon. You should be old enough to know better.”


      “How rude! Who are you calling a demon?!”


      “Mmm... If I can’t say ‘demon,’ then how about ‘evil old lady’?”


      “Stop calling me old! I’m still young! I’ve still got it! And I’m not evil!”


      “But you are evil. You’re an assassin. That makes you bad.”


      Sharanla didn’t have a response for that one. The girl was right, after all.


      Assassins were practically evil personified. Even children knew that.


      “Ugh...” Zweit groaned. “Not being able to do anything is annoying me. Just standing here getting attacked isn’t my style.”


      “Feel free to retaliate if you’d like, boy! I doubt you’d manage to hit us, though.”


      “You sure about that? You could wind up dead if you’re not careful.”


      “Hah! You really think some low-level normie’d be able to kill us! Go die in a fire!” Reinhardt said.


      “What do you mean by ‘normie,’ anyway? Are you saying I’m popular with women? Because I’m not. That’s my brother. That prick...”


      There was a long silence between the two young men. And then, they spoke together:


      “My comrade!”


      All of a sudden, they were exchanging a firm handshake.


      A strange bond had started forming between these unpopular young men.


      “He’s lying to you. Of course he’s popular. He’s the son of a duke, remember? I’m sure he has all sorts of girls clambering over each other to get to him. He’s just saying that to get you on his side and buy time, you buffoon.”


      “H-Huh? I mean, yeah, now that you mention it...”


      “Me? Popular? Are you insane? Just about every woman that tries to get close to a ducal house is in it for the power or the money. The sort of woman who’d poison her husband just to get his inheritance. Scumbags like you, in other words. And I don’t want anything to do with them!”


      “What are you trying to say?! How dare you start just treating me as some villainess out of nowhere?! You need to learn some respect for women!”


      Zweit was mad at this woman and everything she stood for. Marriage-hunting as a noble was quite the hassle, and he was taking the opportunity to vent about it.


      “I... I want a real relationship! I want to meet an honest woman and I want us to fall deeply in love with each other, more than anything from my wildest dreams! Just give me one woman like that and I’d never ask for anything else!”


      “Y-You’re right! One woman who actually has feelings for you would be better than any number of whores. Better than her!” He pointed to Sharanla. “I get you, my comrade! I’m with you!”


      “Comrade!”


      “How rude! Stop calling me a whore! You don’t even know the first thing about me...”


      “I know you’d do anything for money, at least—right? You just want to take it easy and rake in cash. Otherwise, you’d be off working a proper job—not here, as an assassin. It’s hard to trust the character of someone who’s trying to kill me.”


      “Yeah!” Reinhardt said. “I mean, you only got all lovey-dovey with Garlance because of how much influence he’s got, didn’t you? If he suddenly lost it, you’d abandon him the second it happened! You’re obsessed with money, you never want to work... What kind of person does that make you?”


      Again, Sharanla fell silent. Reinhardt had hit the bull’s-eye. She had no retort.


      She’d only decided to get close to Garlance because of all his money, figuring it’d let her live a life of lazy opulence—and she was perfectly fine with selling her body if it’d get her there. Of course people would start calling her a whore.


      Not to mention, she didn’t care about other people in the slightest as long as she could live in luxury. One would be hard-pressed to find anyone more self-centered.


      And of course, there was no way a woman like her—a woman who covered herself in flashy, jangling jewelry, even if it was all magic tools—would be willing to work a proper job. She was the very definition of a nouveau riche woman with tacky taste.


      “My family’s actually pretty frugal, y’know?” Zweit said. “I mean, if every noble started splurging with taxpayers’ money, the country’d fall apart. So I don’t need some high-maintenance woman who wants to just spend, spend, spend. Being from a ducal house isn’t all fun and games. We’ve got plenty of responsibilities, and we can’t just make money out of nowhere.”


      “Huh. Sounds like it’s tough being from a powerful family... What happens if you need to have a political marriage? And what if it’s with a whore like her?”


      “Then she’d be pretty much confined to a mansion. When nobles arrange a political marriage, the couple often ends up living separately. So publicly we’d be married, but by that point, I would’ve gotten a proper look at what kind of person she really is.”


      “So you don’t want to deal with any whores, huh...? Well, I guess they’re far better than politicians who just throw around taxpayers’ money.”


      “Whores after money wouldn’t be able to get close to a ducal house anyway. They wouldn’t get brought up as marriage candidates in the first place; there’s a lot of emphasis on having good conduct. You can’t give your political opponents an easy target. Sometimes, you even need to deal with them behind the scenes.”


      “Jeez! Ducal houses sound terrifying...”


      Zweit and Reinhardt were hitting it off.


      In front of them, however, Sharanla’s shoulders were trembling with rage.


      “Whore, whore—is that the only word you know, you damn brats?! How about I send you both to meet your maker right now?!”


      Zweit and Reinhardt responded in unison: “Th-The whore’s angry with us. But everything we said was true...”


      “You’re still not going to stop?! Even if it might be true, listening to you say it to my face makes me mad, you know?!”


      The two of them continued to speak as one: “So she’s admitting it’s true, huh...? Yeah. I knew it...”


      “I’m going to kill you.”


      “Crap! I don’t wanna be killed by a whore!”


      Sharanla’s eyes narrowed to slits. It seemed like she really did mean to kill the two of them.


      When people had an inconvenient truth thrust before their eyes, they could respond in one of two ways: they could reflect on themselves, or they could get mad. And Sharanla was in the second camp. She swung her blade furiously, time and time again, each strike letting out a shrill metallic ting as it bounced off Zweit’s barrier.


      It never actually reached him, though—and that was only making Sharanla that much angrier.


      “Die already, you little brats!”


      “Little brats? What, are you older than you loo— Whoa!”


      “I’m glad I’ve got the barrier, but I still don’t exactly feel safe right no— Whargh!”


      Zweit was exhausted enough already, and the situation was growing more and more chaotic with every moment.


      “Aha ha ha ha... It’s time for you to die, brats. You all just had to insult me, didn’t you...?”


      “There’s a saying,” Nobody chimed in. “‘One man’s flaw is another man’s lesson.’ If you don’t accept the truth and change, you’ll end up alone. Life seems long, but it’s actually short. And you’re already kinda old...”


      “Damn it, little girl—you too?!”


      “You’re a philosophical one, huh? Wouldn’t have expected to hear all that from a kid.”


      “Stop pouring oil on the fire! The wh—ahem—she’s going Super Mode right now! It almost feels like her hair’s about to turn blonde and she’ll have a bunch of new bits pop out of her, like she’s some kind of mobile weapon!”


      Sharanla was giving off the vibes of a certain alien, or a particularly insane real robot, suddenly powering up.


      Zweit and Reinhardt were trembling with fear, scrambling to run away...but there was no getting away from Sharanla now that she was this emotional. She was as hard to deal with as she was selfish.


      “Loyalty isn’t a thing in the underworld,” Nobody said. “If you’re not useful anymore, you get thrown away. And no one needs an old lady who gets mad at everything...”


      Zweit and Reinhardt winced.


      “Oh, you’ve said it now... Do you know how many people there are out there who could replace you?!”


      “I’m not sure. I’m the third one, so...”


      Again, the young men responded: “The third what?!”


      After impassively insulting Sharanla, Nobody was suddenly playing innocent.


      She was beyond adding oil to the fire at this point; no, she was dropping nukes. Yet she just tilted her head to the side in apparent confusion, her face as blank as always.


      Was she doing all this on purpose? If she was, it was hard to imagine anyone being a bigger nuisance.


      “Okay. That’s it. All I can trust is myself and money. Everyone else can just die. Yes, that’s right. Die for me... Aha ha ha ha ha...”


      “This is bad. She’s lost it.”


      “Yeah... If someone pointing out her actions is gonna make her so mad, then maybe she should just stop doing that stuff in the first place... I dunno, maybe leeching off other people like that is just natural to her? Would she really snap back at people telling her about it if she really knew what she was doing?”


      “Maybe she’s mad because she’s...going through menopause?”


      “Wha—?!”


      Another bombshell of an insult. Sharanla’s face went blank.


      And then, suddenly, she took something that looked like a chess pawn out of thin air and thrust it forward, like she was showing it to Reinhardt.


      Huh. That thing just now looked the same as Teach’s spatial magic...


      “So. Boy. You think you’re free to do whatever you want, do you? Well, do you know what this is?”


      “N-No. What is it? Are we gonna play a board game or something?”


      “You see... This goes with that thrall collar you have around your neck. It’s called a Surveillance Pawn. And when you give it a bit of mana...”


      “GYAAAAAARGH!”
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