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Prologue




It was a dismal rainy day.

Raindrops pattered loudly against the ground as they descended from the sky. I stared vacantly at the crowded entrance, annoyed by the relentless sound of the rain.

The downpour had suddenly started in the afternoon. I didn’t have an umbrella on me—especially after forgetting to check the weather that morning—but I did keep a foldable umbrella at school in case of sudden rainy days like today. I walked over to the umbrella stand to go get it.

“It’s gone,” I stated flatly.

It was supposed to be there, but it wasn’t. Somebody probably took it. My conspicuous black umbrella was there in the morning, but it had seemingly vanished.

“Just my luck,” I grumbled.

I probably should’ve been angry, but I wasn’t in the slightest. I simply stood there slowly looking up at the raindrops that continued to fall from the roof of the school’s entryway. I don’t know whether it was the dampness in the air or the feeling that night was approaching, but for some reason that rainy day made me want to reexamine my life.

“School again tomorrow. Sure wish we had the day off,” I mumbled under my breath.

I was a regular student at school. I had my fair share of friends, decent grades, and I wasn’t too bad at sports. If someone asked me to list my strengths and weaknesses, nothing would come to mind right away, and I didn’t have any hobbies to speak of.

My name’s Ken Usato. Unlike my last name, Usato, which is admittedly pretty unusual, my existence can be summed up by my first name: Ken, the blandest name in existence. Everyone—including me—knows I’m nothing special.

I’m ordinary and I’m okay with it, but I was still far from satisfied with my life. Nothing was holding me back in particular, so I doubted that anyone would understand why I was so discontented. I was unsatisfied on a more fundamental level. The problem was that . . .




I’ve always admired the supernatural—the faraway world of fantasy.




I wanted drastic changes that would shake up my everyday life. It didn’t matter how it happened. I just wanted to break away from the status quo and do something that was different from the norm—to bid farewell to the ordinary Usato, who could only respond with a wry smile when people said that I was unremarkable, but still “such a nice guy.”

Sigh.

But opportunities like that don’t come around every day. I couldn’t escape my reality, and worlds of fiction and fantasy were far out of my reach.

People don’t change as easily as they do in manga or anime. They never change unless a dramatic event changes the course of their lives, and I was no different. I was doomed to take that ordinary life to my grave, whereas the perfect world in my head was anything but realistic.

But no matter how much I whined about life, reality wasn’t going to change. I was ordinary through and through, so I had completely given up hope.

“What am I thinking?” I asked myself.

Was I that far down the rabbit hole? How embarrassing.

I leaned back against the wall of the school’s entryway and sighed. Most of the students had already gone home. My breathing and the heavy rain were the only sounds I could hear.

“Guess I’ll stay here for a while. Don’t wanna get wet,” I whispered.

I stood alone at the school’s entryway and kept watching the rain. There was no rush to go home, so I wasn’t going to force myself to brave the harsh weather.

“How is it still raining?!” I asked, still talking to myself.

Even after an hour of waiting, the rain showed no sign of stopping.

It was just past 5:30 p.m. and students from various clubs had started packing up to go home. At this rate, it seemed that I had no choice but to head out in the dark and return home soaking wet.

I contemplated “borrowing” one of the items that were left in the umbrella stand, but I ultimately decided against it. I didn’t want the guilt and the trouble that would inevitably come with that decision. As fed up as I was, I was too chicken to do it and decided to wait a bit longer.

“If it gets any darker, I’ll . . . huh?” I faltered.

I was standing there alone when two students—a male and a female—appeared in the school’s entryway. The most succinct way to describe them would be to call them a “good-looking pair.”

The boy was Kazuki Ryusen—a classmate of mine. His name looked cool in katakana, but it was even cooler in kanji. He was tall and handsome and pretty close to perfect. A popular protagonist-type whose looks could put any virtual boyfriend to shame. His good looks and personality mesmerized all the girls at school.

Not only that, but he was also the vice president of the student council. He was an almost supernatural being whose backstory couldn’t be any more perfect. Honestly, I’ve always wanted to see him randomly blow up in class.

Oh shit, he’s looking right at me.

“Hey,” the girl said.

“What’s wrong, Inukami-senpai?” Ryusen responded.

“He . . .”

Suzune Inukami was the one who’d noticed me. She was an upperclassman in her third year, and the current president of the student council—a beautiful girl whose black hair framed her dignified face. She was a star pupil and athlete whose wit and beauty would make any fictional character blush. All the boys admired her. She even remained popular among the uppity girls on the student council.

Honestly, she was way out of my league. Not that it mattered, though, since I’d heard rumors that she and Ryusen were dating. In any case, she had seen me standing despondently by the shoe cubbies. Together they approached me.

“You don’t have an umbrella?” she asked.

“Um, well . . . no, I don’t,” I responded.

“I see. I guess you were waiting for the rain to let up, huh? Looks like school’s about to close.”

Is it that late already?

I peered outside as I checked the time on my cell phone. I considered asking my parents to pick me up, but I knew they couldn’t make it since they both had to work. After telling Inukami about my predicament, she frowned and crossed her arms.

“Sending a student home sopping wet would sully the student council’s reputation,” she stated.

“Senpai, I’ll lend him my umbrella,” Ryusen said.

He told me that it was foldable and then kindly handed it over. Now I understood. All the girls liked him because he was genuinely nice.

This was my first time talking to him since we became classmates. Despite this, simply talking to him felt like a breath of fresh air. I was also kind of touched that he happened to remember my name.

“Thanks, Ryusen-kun.”

“Hey, we’re in the same class, aren’t we? Calling me by my last name is, I don’t know, too formal. You can call me Kazuki. Should I call you Usato? Or Ken?”

“Usato works.”

There were already so many Kens at school and we didn’t need another. Besides, I was personally a fan of the name Usato and would much rather be called that over “Ken.”

But really, I never thought I’d see the day when the coolest guy in school would know my name! That basically means we’re already friends! All the girls are gonna look at me with hearts (daggers) in their eyes tomorrow when they see us together.

“Does that mean I can call you Usato-kun too?” asked Inukami.

“Uh . . . s-sure!”

It wasn’t only the girls, now I also had to worry about the envious stares from all the guys at school. The most beautiful girl in school was calling me by my name! I could die a happy man.

Man, here I was thinking what a rotten day this was but it’s actually the opposite. Now I’m friends with the most popular students in school! A real once in a lifetime opportunity. Rain is the best. I say keep it coming!

 I was busy apologizing in my head to the rain.

“Well then, what do you say we head home?” said Kazuki. He invited me to tag along.

Kazuki seemed a little more excited than normal, possibly because we’d just become friends. At first, I was worried that he liked me in that kind of way, but I soon realized that he was simply happy to have another guy to hang out with. I cursed myself for having doubted him and apologized to him in my head.

Inukami didn’t seem to mind that I was there, so we all left school together.

“Have you thought about what you want to do after you graduate, Usato-kun?” Inukami asked abruptly.

I gave her a vague answer. “Not really, I’m only a second-year after all.”

“You asked me the same thing the other day, senpai,” Kazuki noted.

“Heh. That’s because I don’t have any plans. I can’t help but wonder what other people want to do.”

The sounds of rushing rain and our footsteps echoed around us. I thought about how peaceful it sounded.

Talking to them felt strangely reassuring. Were those two giving off real-life good vibes? Talking to my friends felt totally different. My friends were always so insufferable, yet I felt somewhat refreshed talking to Inukami and Kazuki.

As I basked in that feeling, I decided to ask Inukami a question.

“Do you know what you want to do after you graduate? Since you’re a third-year and all.”

“Nope.”

“Aren’t you cutting it kinda close?”

It might have been rude, but it was honestly what I was thinking. Inukami was already a third-year and graduation wasn’t far off.

She smiled wryly in response. There was something very masochistic about it. The smile didn’t look right, especially not on the distinguished face of the student president who was idolized by all the students.

“Yeah, but I don’t know what I want to do with my life. Once I set a goal, I achieve it immediately. It makes me feel like I don’t belong here or something.”

“You’re so talented, senpai,” I marveled.

“Seriously,” said Kazuki.

The impression I had of her was that she can play sports and study hard—that she could do anything. Yet here she was worried about something that I never worried about. The things we worried about may have been different, but I was sure we were both worried about something, nonetheless.

“Oh, I didn’t mean for that to come off as arrogant or anything,” she quickly interjected.

Kazuki and I looked at each other and smiled, as if to say, “Don’t worry, we know.”

Inukami’s cheeks turned bright red. She turned away as if she was angry at something.

“By the way, is it true that you two are . . . dating?” I asked.

“What? Um, no. Me . . . with senpai? No way,” answered Kazuki.

“What he said. People often mistake us for a couple, but that’s only because we work together for the student council.”

Wait, really?

As someone who also thought they were dating, I was speechless.

“You’re kidding,” I said.

“Why would I joke about that? Senpai and I are just friends.” He smiled wryly.

I stared at him with a dumbfounded expression.

The rumor was totally false. 

But the truth was that Kazuki was much friendlier than I’d ever thought. He would make the same uneasy, wry smile whenever he talked to a girl from our class. My friends and I used to glare and call him a stupid normie because we were jealous, but I didn’t see him that way anymore.

I told him that I used to think he was hard to approach.

“Looks who’s talking,” he said, flashing another wry smile.

I only talked to a few friends at school, so maybe I really was hard to approach. Still, knowing that people thought that didn’t make me feel good. We kept walking, talking about whatever was on our minds, when suddenly Kazuki and Inukami froze in place.

I stopped a step later and turned around to see what was happening. They were both cupping their ears with their hands as if they were trying to hear something more clearly.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” I asked.

“Usato, did you hear that just now? There was a ringing sound,” Kazuki asked me.

“I didn’t hear it,” I said.

“I heard it too. Was that . . . the sound of a bell?” asked Inukami.

But there were no buildings around us that had any bells.

I was the only one who couldn’t hear it. I felt a little left out.

“Are you okay?” I started to take a step toward them. I was curious as to what might have happened.

But the moment I took a step toward them, geometrical shapes suddenly floated up to our feet—no, to the concrete below us. Working at the speed of light, the few gray cells I had in my gamer brain translated these shapes into words.

“Is this . . . a magic circle?” I inquired.

There’s no way that magic circles exist. Not in a world where science rules!

I watched the situation unfold around me. I was so panicked that it actually had the opposite effect, and I began to feel calm. The light from the magic circle on the ground flickered.

Leaving an ordinary world.

Switching to fantasy.

Walking a different path in life.

Starting a heart-pounding adventure.

These thoughts spun around in my head.

“Kazuki! W-What do you think of other worlds?” I shouted.

“What? What’re you talking about, Usato?! And what’s going on? Is this a prank show or something?!”

Crap. It was too early for him to understand what I’d meant.

I felt optimistic, at first. But seeing Kazuki panic made me realize the gravity of the situation.

“Usato! Do other worlds have magic and monsters . . . and heroes?!” Inukami shouted with a calm smile on her face.

Inukami is surprisingly nerdy, like me!

She must read light novels.

I heard they’re dirty!

Feeling calmed by her words, I responded.

“I feel like you and I are going to be really good friends, Inukami!”




[image: ]




While all this was happening, the magic circle shone so bright it was blinding.

I closed my eyes at the overwhelming light and started feeling nauseous and dizzy. Then I lost consciousness.














Chapter 1: Dragged into Another World!




Halfway conscious, I felt the cold floor beneath me. I opened my eyes.

“Huh? Where am I?” I whispered.

I found myself in a spacious, luxurious hall.

There was a bearded man sitting in a large chair in front of me, surrounded by a good number of elderly men. It was impossible to comprehend what was going on since I was still half-conscious. When I focused a little more on the bearded man, I realized that he was sitting on some sort of throne. He was clad in lavish, foreign clothes and wearing a crown.

The old men behind him are dressed like royal attendants from my RPGs!

As my eyes shifted from the old men to my other surroundings, a group of different men came into view. Adorned in armor and Western-looking swords, the men appeared to be soldiers standing in a line side by side.

“Hey. Are you okay, Usato?” asked Kazuki. He was seated next to me and had an apprehensive look in his eyes.

Thank goodness the three of us didn’t get separated. If Kazuki’s here, that probably means that senpai’s close by.

“Kazuki . . . what happened?” I asked, surveying the room. I discovered that Inukami was sitting beside me and had already waken up.

Sleepy-eyed senpai is so sexy!

I was merely avoiding reality by filling my head with pervy thoughts.

“I’m not sure. All I know is that when I woke up, I was surrounded by people who were wearing weird clothes.”

“Gotcha. Are you okay, senpai?”

“Oh, no need to worry. I am completely unharmed.”

The man in the crown noticed that we were awake and was staring right at us. His solemn gaze was a little intimidating.

“It appears they have awoken,” he said.

The man looked incredibly important, so I couldn’t imagine what he could have wanted from students like us. With my head still in a daze, I slowly looked around the room to get a grasp on the situation. Kazuki cautiously turned to the man in the crown.

“Who the hell’re all of you?” Kazuki said.

The kingly figure’s guards weren’t pleased with his presumptuous tone. “You cur! How dare you disrespect His Majesty!” they shouted. But the kingly figure quieted his attendants with a wave of his hand.

“No matter. Saying such things is only natural when you suddenly find yourself in a place like this. Do not look down on them, Sergio.”

“B-But . . . understood,” Sergio replied.

“Pardon him. He is quite stubborn,” remarked the crowned figure.

“Y-Yes, your majesty . . .” Sergio admitted.

“My name is Lloyd Vulgast Llinger, king of Llinger Kingdom.”

Llinger Kingdom . . . nope, never heard of that country before. Not that I know the name of every country in the world, anyway.

“Allow me to speak frankly. You have been summoned to Llinger Kingdom to serve as our heroes,” said the king.

“Did you just say heroes?” asked Kazuki in disbelief.

Just then, I heard someone next to me whisper “I knew it!”

I’m just gonna believe senpai didn’t say that just now. Senpai, please don’t destroy your image as a cold-hearted queen any more than you already have! Kazuki’s being serious, so calm yourself down!

“Indeed. In this world, the Demon Lord, the being who reigns supreme over all demons, has been resurrected. He commands an army that is quickly recruiting soldiers across the land. Two years ago, the people of Llinger Kingdom took part in a battle that they knew would likely cost them their lives. Although we fought with great vigor, we barely survived against the Demon Lord’s powerful forces.”

“D-Demon Lord?” Kazuki stammered.

“At the end of that frantic struggle, we somehow managed to drive their forces away. However, there is no telling when they might strike next. Therefore, we had no choice but to turn to our last resort—to use forbidden techniques and summon otherworldly beings capable of vanquishing the Demon Lord.”

Senpai, I know you’re hyped, but now’s not the time to be happily slapping your legs! My image of you is crumbling—no, it’s crumbled. Now it’s just a pile of dust.

“We’re ‘capable’?” Inukami muttered.

“The magic circle summons those who are capable of being heroes and transports them to our world. When you were being summoned, did you not hear the sound of a bell?”

“So that’s what that sound was. But that means Usato—” Kazuki turned to me. He looked like he felt sorry for me.

It was a ringing sound that only those who are capable can hear. In other words, I couldn’t hear it, so I wasn’t capable.

“Was I . . . brought here by accident?” I inquired.

It was the only reasonable conclusion.

It’s okay, guys. I don’t mind! Plus, I’ve got plenty of redeeming qualities. I reaaally hate losing and I’ll never give up! 

Inukami and Kazuki stared at me with perplexed looks on their faces. From that alone, I could tell that I didn’t belong in this world. Knowing that I was sent here by accident felt like it was going to shatter my heart. The king noticed that I was holding my chest in pain and gravely closed his eyes.

Oh no. They’re gonna get rid of me because I can’t help them, aren’t they? Why am I the only one who has to play on hard mode?!

“Indeed, you were caught up in the summoning,” the king said. “As much as we would like to send you home, an otherworldly summoning is a one-way operation. We can bring outsiders here, but we cannot send them back. That goes for you two as well.”

Hey, this king seems pretty nice. Actually, never mind. Hero summoning or not, I can’t rush to conclusions about a guy who selfishly drags heroes into his own mess.

But I began to tell him that there were no hard feelings, anyway. “Don’t worry ab—”

“This is bullshit!” shouted Kazuki, cutting me off. In response to Kazuki’s anger, the soldiers reached for the swords on their hips.

H-Hold up! I get that you’re angry, Kazuki, but keep it cool, will ya?! Don’t provoke the soldiers unless you wanna get killed!

Kazuki continued. “What’s supposed to happen to us?! I’ve got a family back home! And so does senpai and Usato!”

“I truly am sorry,” the king said solemnly, “but we were desperate.”

Kazuki clenched his fist and took a step toward the king. We had just become friends, but I began to see what a great guy Kazuki was. Here he was fighting for us, and there I was, such a screwball that I couldn’t even get serious.

“Calm down, Kazuki,” I said. “Lashing out won’t help us.”

“Hmph. If you say so, Usato.”

My words seemed to affect him more than I’d thought.

The king stood up, then descended from his throne and approached us. He bowed deeply, remorsefully. “I understand it was selfish, but I promise you that I will find a way to send you back home. Until then, I beg you . . . please lend us your power.”

As this bizarre scene played out, Kazuki quickly calmed down. He heaved a hopeless sigh and bowed to the king. “I apologize for the outburst. Please tell us everything. We’ll take it from there.”

“We are grateful for your forgiveness,” said the king.

Kazuki turned to me and Inukami and nodded. Giving a thumbs up, Inukami flashed a smile that was more invigorated than I’d ever seen her at school. She was definitely having the most fun out of all of us.




* * *




In the end, Kazuki accepted the king’s mission.

Kazuki was originally going to refuse, but he reluctantly accepted when he heard of the terrible conditions that were brought on by the Demon Lord’s resurrection. Inukami didn’t particularly object to his decision either. Actually, it felt like she was more than ready to go . . . though I had no idea why. As for me? I said that I’d let Kazuki decide—partly because this was entertaining, and partly because they were the only reason I was here in the first place.

A kingdom mage named Welcie had led us out of the grand hall into an old, musty room.

“Now then, Kazuki-sama, Suzune-sama, Usato-sama,” said Welcie, “we would like to measure your magical aptitude with this crystal ball.”

According to Welcie, simply touching the crystal ball enshrined at the center of the room would show us our “aptitude.” In other words, it would tell us what type of magic we’d wield. Apparently, there were many types of magic, with the most traditional being fire, water, lightning, and the like. But there were many other types too, such as teleportation and illusion magic, which only certain races had the ability to use.

I had a hard time believing all this was real. However, I thought that if I could really use magic, I’d want magic that would help me support Inukami and Kazuki. I tested my luck and asked if Welcie could measure my aptitude, too. Even though she instantly approved my request, I knew I’d be super nervous to see what would happen.

“All right, Kazuki-sama, please touch the crystal ball,” said Welcie.

I was daydreaming, wondering what ability I’d get as I waited in line, when suddenly I heard Welcie yelp in excitement. I quickly glanced at the crystal ball. It was giving off a white glow under Kazuki’s hand.

“Well, if it isn’t a true sign of a hero!” Welcie said joyfully.

All this hero stuff makes me feel so left out! Every time I hear the word “hero” my brain feels like a wet tissue that’s about to be ripped. Wait, what’s this? Kazuki doesn’t seem too thrilled.

“What’s wrong, Kazuki?” I asked.

“I mean, light? What’s so good about that? Do I fight enemies by shining a light in their eyes? What’s the point?” he lamented.

“Just shoot ’em with your laser beam, Kazuki-kun!” Inukami exclaimed. “Or use a lightsaber to—”

“Senpai, you shouldn’t joke around like that,” I said.

This girl is nuts. Bring her to another world and she becomes a total weirdo.

“You’re so mean, Usato-kun! But ya know . . . I kinda like it,” Inukami said.

Okay, that’s just plain creepy. Whoever said she’s the prettiest girl in school must be crazy! Oh, wait. That was me.

“No, no, no, you don’t understand! Light magic is incredible!” said Welcie. “A truly rare affinity that can only be used by very few people. It boasts unrivaled power in demon battles—the greatest attribute of all!”

“O-Oh, I see,” said Kazuki, feeling slightly weirded out by Welcie’s enthusiastic explanation. Unable to watch Kazuki any longer, Inukami butted in.

“Can you check what kind of magic I can use next, Welcie?”

“Oh, yes. Certainly. Now then. Please touch the crystal ball like Kazuki-sama did.”

Inukami placed her hand on the crystal ball just as Welcie had said.

“Suzune-sama is yellow, meaning that you have an aptitude for lightning magic! You can store just as much magic power as Kazuki-sama!”

“Lightning, huh? Heh heh heh . . .”

So long as senpai’s happy, that’s all that counts. But even so, lightning? What an affinity. One that every boy admires at least once in their life. 

Then the time came—I was up next. I felt a little excited as I drew near the crystal ball, wondering what kind of magic I could possibly use.

“All right, Usato-sama. Please hold out your hand,” Welcie said.

“Okay.”

I nervously placed my hand on the crystal ball and waited to see what would happen. After a few seconds, the crystal ball turned a slightly transparent shade of green. It was certainly clearer than Kazuki and Inukami’s, but the color looked nothing like theirs. It was a color that was easy on the eyes.

Welcie suddenly let out another yelp.

“Um, Welcie?” I stuttered.

Why is she examining the crystal ball up close?

Inukami and Kazuki were also staring at the crystal ball.

“What a beautiful color. It’s almost like an emerald green,” remarked Inukami.

“Yeah. Mine didn’t even have a color—just a flash of light and that’s it,” added Kazuki.

Welcie had told us that the clearness represents the depth of one’s magic power and that the color represents their affinity.

It’s kinda clear, so I think it’s pretty good? Maybe?

“Does it mean that you control plants? Hey, wait. Is something wrong, Welcie? You’re white as a ghost.”

“M-Must . . . tell them . . .”

“Pardon?”

Why did Welcie grab my hand?!

“I must tell themmmmm!!!”

She ran out of the room, keeping an iron grip on my hand.

Uh, why? What happened? Did I do something wrong?

We ran back to the great hall where the king was seated. Welcie dragged me before him as I struggled to catch my breath. I hadn’t held hands with a girl since the first grade, but this felt somewhat different. If I’m not mistaken, holding hands isn’t supposed to involve running full speed out of fear.

“Your Majesty!”

“What is the matter, Welcie? Have you learned their aptitudes? My word, is that Usato? Where are the others?”

“Kazuki-sama and Suzune-sama have incredible potential. It’s just that . . .”

“So? Just because Usato was sent here by accident does not mean we shall ignore his wishes.”

This guy’s too nice to be king.

“It’s not that, your majesty! I am fully aware of that. It’s his aptitude. It’s . . .”

“Whatever could it be? Don’t tell me he has the power to control darkness, now does he? Yeah right!” bellowed the king. The king and his men broke out in laughter, but Welcie didn’t smile at all. The serious look on her face made me even more nervous.

“The boy . . . is a healer.”

“What?! What did you say?”

The laughter suddenly stopped.

“The crystal ball turned green, meaning that he is capable of using healing magic.”

Healing . . . magic? What, so I can cure people? That’s it?

Silence filled the room.
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