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      Prologue: The Old Guy Feels Empathy


      The Far-Flung Green Depths was a very difficult place for humans to survive in. But it was also a lush, verdant forest.


      All sorts of monsters lived there, and defeating them could get you materials far better than what you could obtain in places inhabited by humans. Not to mention, the place was filled to the brim with clusters of ore, herbs, and more.


      It was a place of two sides, then: a lawless danger zone where might made right, and a treasure trove that held all sorts of wonders.


      It was also where Satoshi Osako, now known as Zelos Merlin, had been reincarnated due to some very careless behavior from the goddesses of this world. He’d managed to escape the place, eventually, and had ended up a private magic tutor for Celestina—the sole daughter of the Solistia ducal family—after just so happening to save her from bandits. Now, however, he was back in that very same terrible forest, having brought Celestina there to improve her skills as much as possible.


      Together with Celestina’s brother Zweit and a squad of knights, they’d ventured into the forest yesterday—and ended up running straight into a group of orcs, leading to the first battle of the trip. And just when they were done with that, the group had had an encounter with the “white terror,” a fearsome monster from which they’d only just managed to escape.


      But Zelos, who had been dropped into this frightening forest on his very first day in this world, knew better than anybody else the terrors that lurked within. And so he could tell: they hadn’t even seen the start of the trials that this place had to offer...


      * * *


      Morning broke on the group’s second day in the Far-Flung Green Depths. Zelos emerged from his tent and bathed in the morning sun as it washed over the plains; it was a lovely way to start the day. He could smell the scent of flowers wafting over from around the plains.


      Before he’d come to this world, Zelos had lived the life of a farmer. He was used to waking up early. He also went to bed earlier than most people. But that was just proof of a healthy lifestyle.


      The problem was, there was no field for him to cultivate here. It was all well and good that he’d woken up, but now he had absolutely nothing to do.


      “Jeez, I’m bored... How should I pass the time? Should I have brought a book or something?”


      For now, Zelos was just muttering to himself. He couldn’t think of anything to do.


      If he had been back on Earth, it would’ve been the perfect time to collect eggs from the chicken coop, then go out and mow the grass in the field. For breakfast, he would’ve just had the previous day’s leftovers; then he would’ve watched some TV and gotten wrapped up in gaming in the afternoon. That was about how his average day had looked.


      While he hadn’t been working, he’d been getting rent payments from the house left by his parents, so money had been no issue; he’d been free to just laze around and do things at his own pace all day long. In a sense, you could say he’d been rather fortunate. But now, in this world, he was homeless and unemployed.


      For the time being, he was getting by as a private tutor. But that was only a short-term job; a month from now, he’d be right back to unemployment.


      Sure, if he went out and killed some monsters, he’d be able to sell their materials. But he didn’t want to live such a bloody lifestyle if he could avoid it. He could also get some kind of job working for the state, but that was the last thing he wanted; he hoped to get back to living a free life.


      Still, he was aware of how privileged he was to have that problem in the first place, especially given his considerable talents.


      “I guess you can’t always expect life to go how you want...”


      Frankly, he didn’t want to take on any kind of job that’d require him to be responsible for things. Especially if those “things” were other people’s lives.


      It had started out as a lovely morning, but the more Zelos thought about his future, the lower his spirits sank.


      “AHHH! It’s here! It’s come to get us!”


      “It’s the white terror! Th-The one that stripped our pants off!”


      Two of the knights who’d been assigned to the final watch of the previous night were in hysterics.


      “Calm down! We’re all here with you, okay?”


      “You liar! You ran off without us yesterday! As fast as your legs would take you!” It seemed they’d sighted their sworn enemy, the crazy ape. The knights—the male knights, to be precise—had come to see the ape as terror personified.


      Despite the monster being male, it had gone after the men yesterday without so much as sparing a glance for Celestina or the other women. Ultimately, it had managed to strip seven strong men of their pants—two of whom had even had their underwear taken off and their privates groped. That had given rise to a fear beyond words. A fear that only those who had experienced it could truly understand.


      In a sense, they might’ve been better off fighting a dragon instead.


      The crazy ape was nowhere near as powerful as a dragon, but it posed danger of a different kind. And it had left the knights with some major scars on their hearts...


      “I can still hear the noise that thing made when it was leering at us!”


      It seemed that these were the two knights who’d been stripped completely naked by the monster—and that the experience had been traumatic enough to leave them with auditory hallucinations. They’d felt a fear that only the men there could understand, and Zelos felt sympathy for them from the bottom of his heart.


      If the men had been attractive enough, there might’ve been some women out there interested in watching that sort of scene play out...


      Regardless, the heartfelt laments of the victims resounded in vain, carried away by the morning winds across the plains.


      “Huh? I’m crying for some reason...”


      Zelos was in even lower spirits now, and for reasons completely separate from his earlier worries. He couldn’t stop the tears falling from his eyes.


      What should have been a refreshing morning had been well and truly ruined.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Old Guy Takes the Lead


      As you might expect from its name, the Far-Flung Green Depths was an enormous forest.


      Despite covering more than half the continent, the forest was so dangerous that it remained largely unexplored. But even outside of the forest, the rest of the continent was home to countless monsters, with vast sections of land being untamed wilderness where the only rule was survival of the fittest. Consequently, only about a tenth of the continent was inhabitable by humans and other such peoples. And numerous countries were crammed together in that relatively small space.


      In the aftermath of the Dark God War, the different countries had been united into a single major nation. That nation, however, had gone into decline before even a century had passed—bringing the continent right back to where it had been before, with various smaller countries vying for dominance. It all seemed like just another reminder of how difficult it could be to achieve true peace.


      All the while, however, this vast forest had remained unchanged.


      Monsters lived there in abundance, constantly fighting to eat or be eaten. It was a cruel, hellish environment—almost as if it had been made to keep out sapient life. About the only sapient beings who could live in such a harsh place were the elves.


      The elves, for their part, rarely got involved with the humans, staunchly refusing to show themselves in front of anyone but specific individuals. And their reason for that could be traced back to the collapse of the major country that had formed after the Dark God War. At the time, the aim had been to build a nation where the different races could live in harmony—but ultimately, that dream had fallen apart within a mere century. As the years went on, racial discrimination had grown worse and worse, driving an intensifying ethnic conflict. Ultimately, the elves ran out of patience for the humans’ foolishness and decided to enter this harsh forest of their own volitions, to build a country for themselves—a country where they had since remained, isolating themselves away from the rest of the world. Their long life spans had caused them to look far into the future of their former nation, and they’d been driven to despair over what they’d seen coming.


      By now, nobody knew exactly where to find the country of the elves. But many people—and many states—had tried their best to locate it themselves, eager to get their hands on the elves’ knowledge of magic.


      Elves were more adept at magic than humans. And as a result, unscrupulous higher-ups from various countries had a long history of plotting to force elves into servitude and incorporate them into their country’s military machine. Frankly, then, it was only natural that the elves had run out of patience with having humans as their neighbors.


      Any elves the humans did occasionally see tended to be the descendants of elves who had lived along the remote edges of countries bordering the Far-Flung Green Depths. By now, however, those elves had seen a remarkable decline in both their magical knowledge and magical abilities.


      Perhaps it was because those elves had gotten used to their new environment, but they had come to think in a similar way to the humans despite their elven blood, and their living environments weren’t all that different from those of the humans either.


      Whatever the case, there were no elves in sight as the party set out for its second day of combat training. Zelos and the others were back to scouring the Far-Flung Green Depths for worthy foes to train up Celestina and her older brother Zweit.


      However, the monsters that lived in these parts were stronger than those found in the Magic Kingdom of Solistia. And the deeper into the forest you went, the more fearsome they became. Even the slightest slipup could cost you your life.


      “Keep in mind: the mana density here gets thicker and thicker as you get deeper into the forest. It’s not as bad here as it is farther in, but the monsters here are still going to be pretty strong, so watch out. Monsters born in a mana-rich environment can be much stronger, after all.”


      “The tree trunks here seem incredibly thick too, don’t they? I suppose the soil must have a lot of nutrients as well; I’ve heard that things grow very quickly here.”


      “Not that I really care or anything, but...we’re not gonna run into that bastard here, right? This is pretty much the last sort of place I’d want to have to deal with him...”


      The knights all nodded in agreement at Zweit’s words. But whatever creatures were around, they wouldn’t be good news. Not only were there plenty of known monsters with unusual habits, but there were also a lot of undiscovered monsters, with even more unpredictable behavior. Many had special abilities—evolved to help survive in the harsh environment—that could be very hard to deal with if you weren’t properly familiar with life in the wilderness.


      Faced with the fear of monsters that could attack at any time, the party was more on edge than usual, and it was wearing them down in a major way, both physically and mentally. The main worry on their minds was still that white ape, though.


      Suddenly, the party noticed something nearby.


      But fortunately for them—or perhaps unfortunately—it was a different monster than the one they had been thinking about.


      GROOOAAAHR...


      It had the body of a lion, a goat’s head protruding from its back, the tail of a scorpion, and the wings of a bat. A chimera. There was no real consistency between chimeras; while they were all the same species, there was a pretty wide variety. Some did look similar to each other, but others had completely different forms.


      What was more, each one had its own special abilities. It made them difficult to fight—you wouldn’t stand a chance unless you were capable of constantly changing up your strategy to deal with whatever they threw at you. In short, they were not the kind of monster you wanted to encounter in a vast forest like this.




      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *


      Chimera (Level 124)


      HP: 2,846 / 2,846


      MP: 3,527 / 3,527


      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *




      “A chimera, huh? And it’s Level 124... Weaker than the last one I beat, then. Damn, the meat from that thing was tough...”


      A chorus of shocked responses echoed throughout the forest. “Level 124?! You’ve got to be kidding! It’s impossible; there’s no way we can beat that! And are—are you saying you ate it? You ate a chimera?!”


      The chimera’s level was about four times higher than the average level of the knights in the party. It far surpassed them in strength.


      If it attacked the party, they’d die in an instant; that was how big the power gap was. Well, with one exception...


      “Don’t worry. Dark Chainbind.”


      Jet-black chains shot up from the shadows around the chimera and coiled around its body, locking down its movements in an instant.


      The rest of the party was shocked. “What on earth are you doing?!”


      “Uh... Defeating it? You can hurry up and attack now, you know. This spell drains the target’s mana, so the chimera’s going to be out of mana in no time. It’ll be a good opportunity for you!”


      Zelos’s words were so ridiculous they sounded like a joke. But he was very much not joking.
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      “Are you seriously saying the damn thing’s not gonna attack us? It’s got two heads! And weren’t these things able to use magic?!”


      “Well, they might attack you a bit, but my spell here has another effect: it lowers the target’s defense. Give it everything you’ve got and you should be able to beat it!”


      Silence.


      “Oh, I forgot to mention—this spell’s pretty powerful, but it doesn’t work for that long. So you should probably start attacking now if you don’t want it to break out and come for you, ’kay?”


      “What the hell are you doing?!” Again, the whole party was dumbfounded.


      At this point, however, they had no choice. Reluctantly, almost in tears, they drew their weapons and approached the chimera.


      All they could feel was sheer life-threatening danger—and yet they had been left with no option but to go at it with their swords if they wanted to survive. Their will to live overpowering their fear, they swung at the chimera—knowing that it could break free and attack them at any moment—and gradually, bit by bit, wore its health down.


      Given the state they were in, however, the group’s attacks lacked any sense of control or cohesion. It looked like they were simply flailing their swords about in a mad frenzy.


      From an outsider’s perspective, it seemed almost like one-sided mob violence. But chimeras were spiteful by nature; if the group didn’t kill it here, it’d chase after them with a vengeance the second it was able. In the worst-case scenario, it could even chase them all the way back to the Magic Kingdom of Solistia.


      Once, a noble had come into this forest, tried to defeat a chimera, and failed. And that same chimera had ultimately followed the noble back to their own territory and killed a considerable number of people.


      If that happened again now—if this chimera did manage to make it into the Magic Kingdom of Solistia—there was only a small handful of mercenaries who’d be capable of defeating it.


      But one way or another, the group’s frantic attacks finally brought the chimera’s life to an end. All in all, it took approximately forty minutes—and perhaps because of that, the party, who had been swinging their swords the whole time, was mentally drained. While each individual’s attacks had been weak, attacking as a group had allowed them to gradually build up damage on the chimera. Physically restrained and prevented from using its mana, the chimera had made for an easy target, and ultimately, they’d been able to defeat it without any real problem. Apart from, of course, the mental distress...


      It wasn’t just the knights: Celestina and Zweit were left pale from the experience as well. But you couldn’t blame them—it was the first time they’d faced such a high-level monster. It was an enemy that, in normal circumstances, would’ve simply ended both of their lives in a flash.


      Now that they were done, everyone was starting to look over their experience gains. “Ha ha ha... I’m Level 43 now. And I was only Level 24 just a moment ago...”


      “Me too! Aha, aha ha ha... I dunno why, but I don’t feel happy about it at all...”


      “My body hurts. I wonder if it’s a side effect of leveling up so quickly?”


      “My skills have leveled up too! Aha ha ha...just how strong was that damn chimera?!”


      “Whoa—I’m up to Level 62 now...!”


      “And I’m...not far off Level 50!”


      Still, not a single one of them was truly excited about their victory. There was no room for that in their minds; they were still practically paralyzed by their lingering terror of the chimera.


      Zelos, who had merely sat back and watched the chimera’s HP go down, had ended up calculating that each individual attack was only doing somewhere around 2 to 15 damage. It seemed like this particular chimera had specialized in defense, making it more durable than you’d usually expect of something its level.


      While the effects of Zelos’s Dark Chainbind spell had reduced the chimera’s defense and taken its mana away, it seemed likely to him that the monster had had some sort of resistance skill, which had allowed it to resist the effects somewhat. What was more, it had apparently had a special ability that let it recover its HP—though that had been largely meaningless in the face of the mob violence it had been up against.


      Though it was difficult to overcome Zelos’s magic, it was by no means impossible. With the right special ability, it was entirely possible to resist his binding magic—though given that the monster had ultimately been defeated anyway, its resistance doing little more than prolonging its death, it was difficult to say whether the thing had been lucky or unlucky in that regard.


      “Well, then, time to dismantle it. Can someone give me a hand?”


      “Hang on just a second, you!” Another flurry of voices—angry ones this time, from the knights directed toward Zelos, who was about to start dismantling the body as if nothing out of the ordinary had just happened.


      They’d been forced to fight an enemy that they knew they’d usually have no chance against. And now that it was over, all that fear was changing into anger—anger that they now channeled squarely toward Zelos, the man who’d created the situation that forced them to fight in the first place.


      “Why’d you have to make us fight against a monstrosity like that? What would you have done if we’d died?!”


      “Were you trying to kill us?! Couldn’t you have at least talked to us about it first?!”


      “Oh? Did one of you die while I wasn’t looking?”


      “That’s not the point! What I’m saying is, what if your binding magic had worn off before we’d beaten it?!”


      “Did it, though?”


      The knights paused for a moment. And then... “Wait a second.” It looked like they were starting to realize something.


      Zelos had told them earlier that the spell could wear off at any moment. In reality, however, it had kept the chimera bound right up until its death—and only now were the knights starting to realize how strange that was.


      “M-Mr. Zelos... Don’t tell me you lied to us? Surely not, right...?”


      “Well... I mean, I do feel kind of bad about it. The truth is, though, you’re all too weak right now. If you come up against a strong enemy, all you can do is run away. And the thing is, that’s fine if you’re in a situation where you can run away—but if you’re not, then your only option is to fight. Which would absolutely be the death of you, as you are now. So I figured, well, I should probably help you level up to give you a better chance of survival.”


      “Wh-Why did you have to do something like that to us, though...? If you’d just told us—even given us a basic idea—then...”


      “I thought that if you got used to just relying on the strongest one in the group, you’d let your guards down, and end up not knowing what to do if you actually had to fight against a strong monster. It’s not like I’m always going to be with you—plus, if you don’t prepare yourself to go up against strong enemies, there’s no way you’ll be able to stay alive in this forest. The depths of this place are home to monsters far worse than chimeras, after all...”


      Zelos was easily the strongest one in the group. For the knights, however, his presence was like a guarantee of safety. And if they came to rely on him too much, they could end up making the wrong decisions when eventually their lives really were at risk.


      In other words, the sense of security from knowing someone strong was by their side could make them subconsciously assume they were safe—and make some kind of slipup. If he waited too long to teach them that lesson, it could be too late.


      “Oh, so you were doing it to help train us...?”


      “Your skills can be leveled up later, but for now, it’s important to get your own personal levels up as much as you can. You can’t let your guard down in this forest, after all—in more ways than one...”


      “So you’re saying the security of having you around could actually make us weaker, Mr. Zelos? I suppose that does make sense...”


      As they were now, the knights were nothing more than a hindrance to Zelos. The only solution to that was to make all of them stronger. It was also essential to train up their combat skills—which made it important for Zelos to simply restrain the monster and let the others be the ones to fight it.


      Monsters in the Far-Flung Green Depths were of extremely high levels, and the area where the group was training now was nothing compared to the innermost depths of the forest. If the trainees were having difficulties here, they’d stand no chance farther in.


      The orcs from the previous day had been fairly low level, which was fortunate. But in an environment like this, enemies above Level 100 could appear out of nowhere with ease. There was even a considerable chance of the group running into a monster of Level 500 or above.


      If you looked at it from another angle, though, that meant it was incredibly easy for the party to level up by fighting those monsters—and so Zelos had reached the conclusion that, Well, I’m already here to level up my two students, so what’s the harm in training some more people while I’m at it? If things go well, they might end up able to beat the monsters from around this area themselves, one way or another.


      Essentially, it was like Zelos was saying, “I can’t go as far as to personally look after every one of you. I can lend a hand to help you level up, but you’ll need to be the ones to protect yourselves.” However strong Zelos himself was, there was a high possibility that some situation—or even strategy—would see him separated from the knights. If they happened to run into some particularly fiendish monster during that time, and they were no stronger than they were now, they’d simply be annihilated, with no way to fight back.


      For what it was worth, Zelos was trying to keep an eye out for their safety. But still, it was difficult to try and protect that many people at once.


      As for how Aleph, the captain of the squad, was feeling about all this...


      To think he’d come up with a plan like this for the sake of the knights... I already thought so when I first met him, but he really is something else! Sure, knights are all already elite, fit to protect the people, but this world has no end of strong enemies. And how can you call yourself a knight if you shy away from every difficult fight? We have to be bold. Brave. Battles are always going to have opponents—and who’s to say that those opponents will never be strong? Mr. Zelos’s way of thinking makes sense, and I’m sure he’s only being so harsh for our own good. So we should make the most of his kindness. And if the day comes when he needs our help, we’ll have to be much stronger than we are now if we want to repay him for what he’s done for us... In short, though Zelos didn’t know it, his stock was going way up in the squad captain’s mind.


      The discipline inherent to the Order of Knights had made them all into straitlaced people, albeit muscleheads.


      In other words, they were even more physically minded than Zelos had expected. However eloquent some of them might have seemed, the true nature of the Order of Knights was almost oppressively hot-blooded. That was part of the reason they got along badly with the more scientifically minded Order of Mages.


      “All of you, listen up! We have absolutely been depending on Mr. Zelos. That was obvious even in yesterday’s battle against the orcs, wasn’t it? But are you really okay with that? We’re knights! Protectors of the people! How are we to protect anyone if we cower in fear every time we see a powerful enemy? From here on out, we will follow Mr. Zelos’s orders—and he’ll make us stronger! We will become knights who can be a shield for the people in any emergency! Knights that everyone can be proud of!”


      “Yeeeeaaaaaah!” A roar of approval come back from the knights.


      They truly were a straightforward bunch. And now they, too, were on the path to becoming fearsome fighters under Zelos’s tutelage.


      From there, the search for monsters continued—and the group took the initiative in attacking any monsters they found. It was a nonstop massacre, bloodstains spattering on top of more bloodstains as the group fought to get stronger.


      Two hours later...


      “Shit! Watch out to your left! It’s coming!”


      “I won’t be able to block it with my shield; I’ll intercept it head-on! Someone cover me!”


      “I’ve got you. Here’s your cover: Fireball!”


      “Lancers at the back—what are you doing? Hurry up!”


      The group was now fighting against a group of green giants. Specifically, three giant trolls, a muscular type of monster with short legs that made for a noticeable contrast to their weirdly long arms.


      The trolls’ wide, powerful swings felled trees around them as they fought. But the knights, who were smaller than the trolls, were better at maneuvering. Still, it was a dangerous fight. A single hit would be enough to kill one of the knights instantly.


      Regardless, the knights were capitalizing on their advantage, putting up a brave fight in spite of their fear.


      “Almost got one down! Knights, watch out—Volcanic Blast!”


      Zweit’s attack spell caused flames to come bursting out of the ground, engulfing one of the trolls.


      GROAAAAAAAAAH!


      Charred alive, the troll let out a scream and fell to its knees. The knights who had been fighting against it directed their swords toward their next target. There were only two trolls left now, and their movements were slow—but still, their attacks were formidable.


      In terms of sheer strength and endurance, trolls were on the stronger side of monsters.


      “Trolls, huh...?” mused Zelos. “From memory, I think you can use their skins as crafting materials...”


      “Right,” Aleph replied, then broke off to give orders. “Knights—don’t fight them head-on! Attack them from the side and the back!”


      “Their skins should make for some excellent leather armor, but it is weak against fire magic, I guess.”


      “That’s the drawback, yes. If not for that, then the Order of Knights would be able to make good use of armor like that...”


      “Is that really such a big problem? It shouldn’t matter that much if your armor’s weak against fire magic, as long as it’s good at protecting you from everything else, right?”


      “The problem comes from the mages from noble families. They love their fire magic... Don’t get me wrong—there are some good ones out there—but they can’t go against what their factions want.”


      Zelos wasn’t surprised to hear that there were some decent mages within the factions. But it sounded like the factions as a whole were akin to companies back on Earth that ignored the wishes of the common worker and just did whatever the company representatives wanted. The higher-ups, grasping for more and more power, spent all their time just “networking” without actually doing anything of use, leaving tasks like actual research to the lower-ranked mages and forgetting about it beyond that. Though of course, if those lower-ranked mages managed to create any useful spells, those same higher-ups would usually try to tout them as their own achievements to make themselves look better. From the perspective of the lower-ranked mages, then, the higher-ups were just a nuisance—but because the latter were largely nobles from prestigious mage families, those lower down the chain were unable to speak out against them, having to simply watch in frustration as the fruits of their research were stolen.


      To make matters worse, it was those higher-up representatives who went on to become the most famous mages. It was a vexing problem for the knights, who were in charge of maintaining public order.


      “Ah, so they’re using a lot of flashy, high-power fire magic, then? Oh—looks like the fight’s almost done. Shall we get going?”


      “Yeah. And you know, despite the fact that they’re in the wrong, they just throw about their magic to threaten people... Anyway, there’s only one troll left; I’ll join in myself. Cover me, please.”


      “It’s the upper ranks who are the problem, huh? I really don’t want to associate with any of them... Well, for now, have some strengthening magic. Divine Giant’s Might!”


      “Thanks. And with that... Knights, don’t let it get away! I know you’re tired, but this is the time to show what you’re made of!”


      Aleph, now strengthened by Zelos’s spell, drew his longsword and set off at a run toward the remaining troll.


      Slipping past the troll’s flailing arm, he dodged its swinging club and closed in on the monster’s feet, his sword flashing in the light. He was aiming for the troll’s Achilles tendons. At this point, he and the rest of the knights looked almost like a horde of small carnivorous dinosaurs swarming a larger herbivorous dinosaur. It was as if they were physically incapable of giving up.


      Aleph’s slash—powered up as it was by Divine Giant’s Might, Zelos’s body-strengthening spell—tore the tendons in the troll’s legs. And just like that, the giant, more than seven meters tall, collapsed to the ground. Celestina and Zweit took the opportunity to hit it with a focused barrage of magic attacks. Zweit used a spate of fire-based spells, while Celestina shot off powerful lightning magic.


      The combination of fiery explosions and bursts of lightning left the troll at their mercy. It writhed in pain—though not for long, as Aleph put his whole body into cleaving through its neck with one last strike. The giant monster’s head fell to the ground, its body splattering blood all over the place.


      “Yes! I leveled up again! Gotta say, though, damn my body hurts...”


      “I’m the same. Master, I’ve reached Level 50 now!”


      Celestina was in very high spirits. Zelos had promised her that if she reached Level 50 and got three of her skill levels up to Level 30, he’d teach her one of his original spells. And now that the time was finally coming close, she was jumping for joy.


      Zweit, however, was a little suspicious of his sister’s happiness.


      “Hey. Why are you so happy about reaching Level 50? If you really want to get stronger, you shouldn’t be so excited yet, right? Or...did you make some kind of promise with Teach or something?”


      “Gkh... I-It’s nothing. I’m just happy about leveling up, that’s all. It’s true!” Why does Brother have to have such good intuition...


      “I don’t believe you. I’ve been leveling up as well, same as you, but I don’t know how you could feel like celebrating like that when we could be attacked by some other monster at any second. You’re hiding something, aren’t you? What is it? Tell me.”


      “Really, it’s nothing! He definitely didn’t tell me that he’d teach me some special magic if I met some certain goals or anyth... Ah.”


      “You really are terrible at lying, aren’t you? Any time you try to hide something, it shows up on your face right away, and your eyes start darting about. So? How about you tell me exactly what’s going on?”


      “Argh... I’m so stupid! I suppose this is what happens when we’ve known each other for so long... I hate how honest I am!”


      “C’mon, just spit it out! What are these ‘goals’ you’re talking about? And what kind of spell is he gonna teach you?”


      Having been unable to inherit her family’s heirloom magic, Celestina longed to have a special spell that she could call her own. And in large part because of that, she’d been working earnestly to meet the conditions that Zelos had set for teaching her one of his original spells.


      Now, however, her honest nature had gotten her into hot water—she’d let the cat out of the bag.


      Now that he’d gotten the details out of her, Zweit was jealous, pouting tremendously.


      “Why’s it only you? That’s not fair! I want one of Teach’s original spells too!”


      “Gahhh... I was so close! I just needed to get my skill levels up now! And at the rate I’m going, I was about to get there soon...”


      “One last thing. You still haven’t told me—what kind of spell is he gonna teach you? Spit it out.”


      “I... I don’t know. He said he was going to make it a surprise...”


      The siblings’ relationship had rapidly improved since they’d started taking Zelos’s lessons together.


      It was as if the years of bad blood between them had all been a lie. Tracing it back to its roots, though, it had largely come down to the attitudes of the two duchesses. What was more, now that Zweit had learned the truth—that Celestina’s inability to use magic had been through no fault of her own, and had come from a problem with the magic formulas—he was embarrassed by how he’d seen her in the past, and he’d resolved to fix his attitude toward her. That was all it was.


      Similarly, the times he had bullied her in their younger years had been his way of one-sidedly taking out the anger he’d built up toward her on account of his mother’s influence and Celestina’s supposed lack of talent. And now that he was aware it had all been a misunderstanding, he was trying to mend things as quickly as he could; he had an honest side to him. While it wasn’t as if that alone would be enough to close the gap between them, their joint combat training against the golems had done a lot to repair their relationship in a short time. It was hard to tell whether he’d actually apologized or not, but regardless, it was clear at a glance that his attitude toward her had softened.


      Rather than the number of words between them, it came down to the number of hours they were spending together. Well, things weren’t quite that simple for Zweit’s relationship with Luceris...but that was another matter. For now, Zweit’s mind was on his magic—and he came up to Zelos, getting right up in his face.


      “Why only Celestina?! It’s not fair! I refuse to accept it! Teach me some kind of special magic too!”


      “You can use the magic passed down through your family, can’t you? Celestina doesn’t have anything like that.”


      Zweit was silent for a moment. “Fine. I’ll teach her our family’s heirloom magic, then—so can you teach me some of your magic?”


      “Well, if you’re fine with the same spell I’m going to be teaching her, then I guess I don’t mind. But not until she’s finished reaching the goals I told her to meet, okay?”


      “Yesssss! I’m getting pumped now! All right, then, let’s prioritize leveling up Celestina’s skills...”


      “Come on, don’t just forget about your own training like that. Or have you forgotten what you’re even here for in the first place?”


      Celestina, meanwhile, was glaring over at Zweit, her cheeks now puffed out in a pout of her own.


      While the three of them were doing all that, the knights were busy dismantling the trolls’ bodies. Between the size of the things and the fact that there were three of them, it was posing quite the challenge for the knights, as you might expect. For starters, they were knights, not mercenaries; their dismantling abilities were a little lackluster. And while going about it as a group made things quick, it was hard to say whether the materials they were recovering were all that usable.


      Either way, though, the materials would at least be enough to bring in some income on the side, so the knights were going about the task with glee.


      Seeing as this guard mission was meant as practice for them as well, it had been decided that a portion of the materials from any monsters they defeated in the forest would go toward lining their pockets a little for their efforts. The Order of Knights would be responsible for liquidating the rest.


      Apart from that side income, the materials would be used to raise operating funds for the Order of Knights, which would then go toward the cost of things like maintaining the knights’ weapons and armor.


      As the knights worked frantically on dismantling, Zelos was muttering to himself. “Man, I wanna drink some beer. And if I had some chicken wings to go with it, everything’d be perfect...” Wine was common in this world, but what he really longed for was a nice cold can of beer.


      But the day wore on—and ultimately, by the time the camp came back into sight, the sun had already set.


      The group had beaten orcs, goblins, and even a type of giant snake known as the “paralysis snake.” They were all exhausted; they’d used up the last crumbs of their stamina to fight that final troll. There was also a sense of tiredness that came from such rapid leveling. And on top of it all were hunger and mental fatigue. With the combination of all that, their footsteps were heavy as they trudged along.


      Still, one way or another, they’d made it back to their camp. But when they got close enough for a better look, they were all lost for words.


      The tents that they were meant to sleep in had been destroyed, and it seemed like something had gotten into the bulk of their luggage and strewn it haphazardly around the place. Clearly, the place had been attacked while they were gone. The biggest hit was to their food: most of what they’d brought had been either picked through and eaten or taken by whatever had attacked the camp when it had left.


      “Wh-What even happened here...?”


      “Did a monster attack or something? The whole place should’ve been completely warded by Mr. Zelos’s magic, though...”


      “Right. What exactly managed to get in here...?”


      The encampment was surrounded by rock walls that had been formed with magic; when the group had gone into the forest, Zelos had opened up a hole to let them through, then sealed it back up again once everyone was out. The carriages they’d used to get to the forest had been left at a nearby village and were long gone, with the exception of one they’d kept at the camp to store their luggage.


      There were still four days left until the end of their training, and their plan had been to make do until then with the food and other provisions they’d brought with them. But now, whatever had gotten into the camp had laid waste to that food. What was more, countless monster corpses were strewn about the place, as if some sort of battle had occurred.


      “Did something really get in here? But...how? Don’t tell me it was that crazy ape?!”


      “Don’t even joke about it. More importantly, what are all these bodies littered around the place... Wolves, huh?”


      “Forest wolves, and some hunter wolves as well... What happened here?”


      “If these monsters really did attack, then where’d they even get in from?”


      “Hey, there’s— Over there! There’s... There’s something there!”


      All at once, the knights turned their gazes in the same direction. There, under the covered wagon they’d been using to store their luggage, they could see some kind of shadow wriggling about, slipping in and out of view.


      A hush fell over the group. And as they listened, they could faintly hear a chewing sound, as if whatever was in there was eating something.


      Crack.


      Suddenly, another noise—quiet, but noticeable amid the silence. It seemed like someone had stepped on a dead twig.


      Of course, whatever was behind the mountain of barrels in the wagon was able to hear it too...


      It raised its head and turned, slowly, to face the group. Fortunately, it wasn’t what the knights had thought it might be—but nonetheless, they were faced with a terrible sight, and it left them pale. It was a long, soft creature with no legs or arms—a worm.


      As they took a closer look, they realized: it had been eating the other monsters.


      “D-Don’t tell me... Did that worm really eat that many other...?”


      “Come on, surely not. There must’ve been other monsters that attacked as well...”


      Lying among the scattered remains of the food the group had brought were the corpses of wild wolves and forest wolves. There were even a few crazy ape corpses among them.


      “This is bad. We’re all completely exhausted right now. And if there’s one worm here, there could be others hiding underground, just waiting to ambush us.”


      A careful observation of what was going on led Aleph to realize they were at a disadvantage. Facing the party was a giant worm, over two meters in length. It wasn’t fit for eating, and you couldn’t get many good materials from it; fighting it would just tire you out with no real reward. About all you could use from it were the many fangs from its mouth and its blood. It wasn’t clear how many other worms were around, but one thing was clear: if a battle erupted, the knights wouldn’t have the strength to put up a good fight.


      A cold sweat started to trickle down the knights’ faces.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Old Guy Zones Out from Reality


      The huge worm was poking its head out of the ground of the campsite, devouring the body of a forest wolf with gusto. Sprawled nearby were the corpses of the crazy apes—by the looks of it, they’d been mauled to death by the wolves.


      Most likely, the worm had sensed slight vibrations coming from the ground here, and had followed them to their source in search of prey. The vibrations wouldn’t be strong enough for it to detect unless there were a lot of monsters all in one area—so from the fact that it had been able to detect them, the worm must have known that there was something worth emerging for.


      The answer was starting to reveal itself now. It seemed like the crazy apes had started the raid on the base; while they were inside, they’d been set upon by the wolves; and then the worms had appeared to prey on the wolves. It was an impressive food chain. But however the situation had come about, the knights weren’t in any state to fight right now.


      “Guess I’ve got no choice,” Zelos said. “I’ll deal with it myself. Only thing is, I don’t know how many more of these things could be lurking about. So please stay where you are, okay? These things identify their prey by sound.”


      “I’m sorry, Mr. Zelos. We just don’t have the strength to help you fight at the moment...”


      “A hero... He’s a hero!”


      “Oh god...”


      “Come on, men—get in there and fight! Or are you just going to sit in your little safe spot and quake in your boots?”


      “And you call yourself men? What a bunch of losers!”


      The female knights were shooting their male colleagues cold looks. But the men weren’t heroic enough to do what the women expected of them. If their foes had been mere bandits, then perhaps they would’ve exhibited the pride of knights. But as things were...it just wasn’t going to happen.


      At this point, the fatigue from leveling up had made it so that simply moving was a monumental struggle for the knights. Even Aleph, the squad captain, couldn’t hide the tremble in his legs.


      “You’re expecting us to fight just because we’re men? That’s discrimination! What happened to equality, huh? Don’t just bring out the gender roles in times like this!”


      “Yeah! Even us guys would fight now if we could get our bodies to move! Must be nice being women—being able to push things like this onto us! We’re men? So what! That doesn’t mean anything!”


      “If you women can still fight, then you go fight it! Go ahead! But we can’t right now!”


      “Y-You pieces of...” The women were getting fed up with the men’s attitude.


      It was clear that none of the knights would be useful here. The never-ending chain of battles had used up just about all their mana, leaving them in low spirits. By the looks of it, the lack of mana was messing with their heads.


      And at this point, their minds were all on a downward spiral.




      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *


      Country Worm (Level 204)


      HP: 1,023 / 1,023


      MP: 311 / 311


      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *




      Zelos appraised the monster. Its name made it almost sound pretty tasty, he thought.


      “A worm, huh? I’ve heard they can do some real damage to livestock. Anyway, its level’s not too far off from the chimera’s, so why has it got so much less health and mana?”


      “Maybe because this one hasn’t evolved yet? It’s probably able to differentiate into a few different types of monster.”


      In other words, if a monster evolved into a higher form, it would go back to Level 1. But in exchange, it would become far stronger. Seeing as the chimera had been stronger than this high-level worm, the chimera had probably evolved at least once. It had, after all, managed to stay alive for an impressively long time, considering the number of people that had been attacking it.


      So they can evolve, eh? I thought this world was meant to work like a game, but it seems nature works a bit more like how it did back on Earth. Still, I’m sure there are a lot of things that are the complete opposite of what I’d expect...


      Until now, Zelos hadn’t entirely believed everything that had been written in the message he’d received from the goddess.


      It made sense, though; creatures had to meet certain requirements in order to evolve. A world in which something could evolve right away just by hitting the right level didn’t really work, given the laws of nature. It would be an absurd way for a real ecosystem to function.


      In most game worlds, evolving just required you to have enough experience points, and if you did, you could turn into some sort of higher form. But in this world, as Zelos was starting to piece together, evolution was more like a phenomenon that was likely to occur if the right environmental conditions were met.


      If levels were the only requirement, he figured, there’d be no end of evolved monsters around these parts. After all, the Far-Flung Green Depths had an endless menagerie of powerful monsters, all engaged in a fierce struggle for survival. Weaklings had no chance of surviving here.


      “So that probably means most of the monsters around here are Level 200 to 300, huh...?”


      If that were the case, he’d have to train his students and the knights up to about that level range if they were to have a chance of surviving on their own. But they only had four days left—nowhere near enough time to get those sorts of results.


      Not to mention, that wasn’t the only problem. The party was already feeling an extreme sense of fatigue from all the levels they’d gained so far. It was the drawback of leveling so rapidly, and it was caused by the body being unable to change quickly enough to keep up with the power its owner had attained.


      The point was, they were all so fatigued right now that they’d struggle even to defend themselves; Zelos was the only one who was still able to fight.


      He let out a sigh. “Well, let’s get this over and done with. I want to have plenty of time for a good rest...”


      He wasted no time, drawing one of the swords at his waist even as he spoke.


      “Sound Bomb.”


      BOOOOOOOOOOOM!


      The Sound Bomb spell worked by causing an incredibly loud sonic explosion.


      While it didn’t have any effect except for that sound, it was perfect for luring out any creatures hiding underground.


      The sound turned into vibrations that went through the ground, enticing out the worms that had remained in hiding. There had been five of them underground, apparently—and now, out they came.


      “Thunder Bullet.”


      A ball of lightning appeared at the point of Zelos’s sword. And as he held out the sword and swung it in the direction of the worms, the lightning shot out and surged toward them as if it had a will of its own. The monsters were struck by the lightning and temporarily paralyzed.


      “Force Enchant.”


      Zelos followed up his attack spell with Force Enchant, a buff that could be cast on weapons or armor to make them stronger or sharper for a short while. The worms—unable to escape back underground due to paralysis—were now nothing but targets to be eviscerated. A single slash was all Zelos needed to send their heads flying, causing green fluids to spurt out of their grotesque forms as they died.


      The knights simply stood and watched, dumbfounded by the spectacle of Zelos’s attacks. It looked like he was flowing perfectly from one attack to the next without even the slightest gap.


      “Well, that’s that. Shall we get skinning? We’ve got the other monsters’ bodies to deal with as well, so we’d better get going pronto with the dismantling. It’d be nice if we could at least get something that’ll sell for a decent price...”


      A cheer erupted from the knights. “Whoooaaa!”


      “All hail our hero!!!”


      Zelos’s impressively clean fight left him bathed in applause from the knights.


      The knights were so fatigued—and so addled by their lack of mana—that it seemed as though they’d started to see Zelos as a true hero. But Zelos was unfazed; he merely got to work on skinning the bodies.


      Given all of the bodies strewn around the campsite—not just the worms, but a plethora of other monsters as well—the dismantling took a bit of time. But eventually, it was done.


      Now it was time to examine the spoils of war. The meat from the worms was simply incinerated, as it couldn’t be eaten. The most interesting find came not from the worm, but from one of the other monsters that had been caught up in the bloodbath:




      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *


      White Ape Pelt


      Pelt from a crazy ape. A material of the utmost quality, it can be sold for a hefty price. Mainly used to make coats for nobles, this pelt is particularly popular among noblewomen.


      The beautiful sheen of the fur and its pure white color make the pelt a clear standout in the market, contributing to its popularity. But merchants find it difficult to get supply of the pelt, so there’s never enough to go around, and it’s always expensive.


      Also infamous because of the many hunters who seek out the pelts in an effort to get rich quick, only to never return from their hunt...


      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *




      “‘Pure white,’ huh?” Zelos couldn’t help but retort. “Pretty funny, given how the damn thing itself is anything but pure...”


      “I never would’ve thought the famous white ape pelt came from that bastard...”


      “You know, somebody from the academy was boasting about wearing a coat made from a white ape pelt...but somehow, I can’t bring myself to envy them now. I’m curious, though—why did these apes die here? I wonder if they were just too slow to run away.”


      “No wonder any mercenaries who go hunting for the pelts don’t come back. They must’ve all been, uh, devoured by those things. And I’m not talking about being literally eaten.”


      “Jeez, that’s terrifying. I’m so glad I became a knight instead...”


      “You can say that again. If nothing else, we get a steady wage, so we don’t have to worry about money like mercenaries do.”


      The knights breathed a collective sigh of relief at the fact that they’d ended up in their current jobs.


      White ape pelts were bought at high prices by merchants, spurring mercenaries and hunters into a frenzy to find them.


      But for whatever reason, many of the mercenaries who accepted those requests went missing, never to return. And now, the party here had figured out why.


      Some of the knights here had started out as mercenaries, and they’d climbed their way up through the ranks to become knights through merit. It was an elite occupation, open only to those who could make it through the tough examinations and rigorous academic assessments. If any of those knights had accepted one of those requests back when they were mercenaries, they could easily have ended up in hell.


      They were realizing that now—and from the bottom of their hearts, they felt incredibly fortunate to have made it through the strict selection process for the Order of Knights.


      Knights were, after all, something like civil servants. They earned a steady wage, so they didn’t need to go out on dangerous quests to secure an income for themselves like mercenaries did. But the knights here were forgetting something: right now, they were in a demonic forest ruled by survival of the fittest. A forest where so many other savage monsters lurked as well. It was too soon to say they’d escaped a terrible fate.


      “This is a bit of a pickle, though. We’ve got next to no food left now...”


      “Not only the apes, but the wolves as well... Just how many monsters got in here? And how’d they even get inside in the first place, I wonder?” Zelos was trying to think things through.


      Trying to ignore the rumbling in his stomach, he took a look around the perimeter of the camp, searching for clues.


      After investigating for a while, he figured out that something had dug a hole from outside of the wall, creating a tunnel to the inside.


      The other monsters had probably then found that hole, made their way in, and started fighting over the food—giving rise to an epic battle, where it was eat or be eaten. By the looks of it, a number of crazy apes had just grabbed some food and run, while the wolves had been set upon by the worms, eventually leading to the death of the entire pack.


      “It’s hard to imagine a monster making a hole like that. It must’ve been something surprisingly intelligent...”


      “S-So wait, this place was attacked by a pack of wolves and a pack of apes? I don’t want to think about what would’ve happened if we’d run into them ourselves...”


      “More importantly, what’re we gonna do about food now?!”


      “Good point—we’ve still got four more days out here. It’ll be a while until our ride comes back to pick us up...”


      “So what? We just can’t eat or drink until then? You’ve gotta be kidding me!”


      “Hey, don’t get angry at me!”


      It was only their second day here, and the knights were already starving. And upon seeing them in that miserable state, Zelos...felt his mouth twisting into a grin. A grin of true joy, from the bottom of his heart...


      “M-Master? Why do you look so happy about this?”


      “O-Oh? Is that really how I look?”


      “Don’t tell me you’re actually enjoying this, Teach...”


      “Uh... No! No, not at all! I’m definitely not happy to finally have others in the same boat as me...”


      Zelos’s mind was going back to the situation he’d been in about a month ago. Back when he’d been wandering around this vast forest alone.


      He’d had access to water, but nothing to eat except for meat; it had taken all he had to just survive, and he would’ve starved if he hadn’t been constantly hunting. He was fortunate to have eventually stumbled out onto a road—but if he’d made even the slightest mistake, he would’ve still been lost in the forest alone, struggling to survive, up until this very day.


      That week had put such pressure on Zelos’s psyche that he’d ended up just one step away from reverting to some sort of primal state.


      This time, though, he wasn’t alone—there were others here too, companions facing the same trials he was. The thought of it filled him with a genuine sense of happiness.


      And yes: both the knights and his two students would now have to live on nothing but meat for at least the next four days. There was no other way about it.


      “You’re rotten, man...”


      “Master, you’re horrible...”


      Zelos could feel the cold gazes of his students piercing his body. But still, he couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.


      “Come on, everyone! Let’s all share the misery between us, eh?”


      A chorus of angry voices came back at him. “You’ve got to be kidding us! Please say you aren’t serious!”


      “I want to see you all suffer the way I did!”


      “Crap. Look at his eyes! He’s serious!”


      Zelos’s week of surviving in the wilderness had made him prone to these bouts of emotional instability. Seeing him go into that crazed state sent shivers down the spines of everyone else there, his two disciples included.


      Unfortunately, it was already decided: everyone here was about to head down the same path as the middle-aged Sage before them. It was time for a fun, exciting camping trip in the forest of despair.


      Zelos’s grin on that day was bigger than any he’d ever worn before.


      It was a dazzling, radiant smile...


      * * *


      For the next two days, the knights and the students experienced hell.


      They’d head into the forest in search of prey, defeat whatever they found, take apart its body, cook it, and eat it. It was a primitive, savage life, with no time to rest. In this forest, you’d die if you slipped up—and just four days here had been enough to awaken their wild instincts.


      They killed wild wolves who tried to steal their prey, slaughtered goblins who went after the female knights for their bodies, and turned the tables on orcs who tried to hunt the group as prey of their own. By this point, their eyes had become those of madmen.


      A dangerous light flickered within their pupils as they fought, and fought, and fought for the simple purpose of securing food.


      They let out fierce war cries upon killing their enemies; they shared what little food they had with their comrades; and they crowded around the fire at night, dancing in ecstasy over their successful hunts. Their primitive instincts had awoken.


      Any monsters who attacked their camp were dispatched without a shred of mercy, the group hacking into them with brute force. They fought purely on instinct. That just went to show how dangerous the Far-Flung Green Depths was—if they didn’t go that far, they wouldn’t be able to survive.


      They came to learn that getting off as lightly as they had in their first two days here had been sheer luck. And now, they were being made to feel—in pure excruciating detail—how cruel nature could be. They had no room to falter.


      They didn’t even have the leisure to celebrate for a moment when their levels went up.


      THWOOSH!


      An arrow pierced through the head of a slash rabbit.
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