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      Chapter 4: The Ashen Princess, Part One


      Prologue


      Lake Mell was the largest lake in all of the Kingdom of Claydale, renowned as the most scenic tourist destination in the country and known for its magnificent nature and landscapes.


      Both the lake and its surroundings were under the jurisdiction of House Melrose, the former royal family of a nation of eld. Management of the area was entrusted to the Viscountcy of Melsis, a branch family of House Melrose. Today, House Melsis was to welcome a certain young girl as their foster daughter.


      “Lady Alicia, the estate is within view. Are you feeling tired?” asked a young man in a steward’s outfit, a passenger inside a carriage traveling along a road by the lake.


      “Not at all! I’m doing great! Thank you!” replied the girl, Alicia, beaming. She had golden hair with a faint reddish tint and near black eyes with a hint of green. The strong-willed gaze of the ten-year-old, sparkling at the sight of the large lakeside mansion, made her seem even cuter. “This mansion will be my home, right?”


      Though Alicia was dressed in travel clothes, her attire was well-tailored, and she was accompanied by a handmaiden and an attendant, hinting at the possibility of noble birth. However, the girl looked remarkably young, which seemed to indicate otherwise. A noble child would have undergone sorcery training from a young age to increase their total aether and would typically appear two-to-three years older than their actual age. Alicia’s appearance, on the other hand, was that of an ordinary ten-year-old commoner.


      But there was a reason for her youthful features.


      Alicia was a noble by birth, but she’d lost her parents and had been raised in an orphanage alongside other commoner children. Upon receiving reports that their long-lost relative had been found at said orphanage, her noble family had dispatched a new administrator to the facility, thus providing her with some education until her identity could be confirmed. High-level sorcery training, however, was impractical for someone like Alicia with no foundational knowledge, and as a result, she’d only learned the most basic aspects of sorcery and had not yet gained enough aether to accelerate her physical growth.


      Noticing her young attendant staring at her, Alicia touched her cheeks and looked up at him. “Um... What is it? Is something on my face?”


      “Not at all,” the young man replied, unable to hold back an awkward smile. “I was just thinking that you’re quite petite, Lady Alicia.”


      “Huh? Really? But I’ve grown recently! And I was pretty tall at the orphanage!”


      The previous manager of the orphanage had abused the children, delaying their growth. If Alicia had at last grown to the size of an ordinary commoner, then perhaps those basic sorcery lessons had made an impact after all. Alicia leaned toward the young man in the narrow carriage, pressing her “grown” body against him, and he awkwardly tried to move away.


      The handmaiden sitting opposite the pair spoke up. “Young Lady Alicia. A proper lady should not be touching someone of the opposite sex in such a manner.”


      “Huh... But he’s just a steward...”


      “Steward, attendant, it matters not,” the handmaiden admonished her. “A man is a man. Since you are to be a young lady of House Melsis, you must maintain a respectful distance from men. Otherwise, you will face certain difficulties when participating in society.”


      “Okaaay.” Reluctantly, Alicia withdrew her hand from the young man’s arm.


      Alicia, the steward, and the handmaiden were the only people in the carriage. Normally, a young noble lady like Alicia would’ve sat next to the handmaiden or alone, but she’d insisted on sitting next to the young man. The two siblings chosen to escort and care for Alicia on her journey from the orphanage exchanged silent, knowing glances. They recalled the troubled expression and words of their grandfather, the one who had been tasked with the orphanage’s administration.


      “Lady Alicia’s charming looks caused her to be bullied by jealous girls. As a result, she tends to be wary of women and seek protection from men. Please keep this in mind as you watch over her.”


      The story, if true, was sad indeed, but Alicia also behaved in an unusually alluring manner, especially for a child her age.


      ***


      “It seems we’ve arrived.”


      The carriage slowly came to a stop. Alicia followed the attendant and the handmaiden out, and, when it was time for the handmaidens sent by the viscount’s family to bring her inside, anxiously looked up at the young man.


      “This is as far as we go. From now on, the members of House Melsis, your new family, will take care of you, Lady Alicia.”


      “B-But...” Feeling uneasy about stepping away from familiar faces into a group of unfamiliar ones, Alicia tried to grasp the young man’s coat, but a stern look from the handmaiden caused her to flinch.


      “Is something the matter?” asked the viscount, who had walked all the way from the entrance to fetch the girl. It was common for handmaidens to reprimand young ladies, but Alicia’s youthful appearance might’ve inspired a protective instinct in the man, who perhaps thought the handmaiden was being unkind.


      Alicia, who up until that point had seemed anxious, immediately altered her demeanor and began to nestle up to the viscount instead. “U-Um, I just wanted to say goodbye, but the handmaiden wouldn’t let me...”


      “I-Is that so?” the viscount asked, surprised by Alicia’s behavior. He figured there was no harm in granting the young girl’s wish and looked at the handmaiden, gasping in recognition. “You’re...”


      “My apologies, Lord Melsis. I leave her in your care now,” the handmaiden said.


      “Yes, of course.”


      Alicia briefly frowned at the exchange between the viscount and the handmaiden. Her expression quickly shifted to a bright smile as she clung to the viscount’s arm, ignoring the woman.


      “Nice to meet you, father!” she chirped. The viscount’s wife and the handmaidens assigned to take care of the new child were also present, but Alicia didn’t make eye contact with any of them. She looked only at the man standing before her.


      Seeing this, the handmaiden who had come with Alicia let out a quiet sigh, bowed her head to the viscount and his wife, and returned to the carriage alongside the young male attendant.


      “Are you ready to leave?” asked the coachman.


      The young man, who had until that point kept a placid smile on his face as he looked after the young girl, coldly replied, “Whatever.”


      Normally, they would’ve stayed for about a day to observe the situation between the person they’d escorted and the receiving party, but not this time. The coachman wondered that they did not seem attached to the child despite the two-month trip. Upon seeing his superior, the handmaiden, promptly board the carriage, he reluctantly set it in motion.


      “Oh!” Upon realizing this, Alicia quickly let go of Viscount Melsis’s arm and ran after the carriage, energetically waving her hand. “Oz! Come visit me again, okay?!”


      ***


      “...And that concludes my report.”


      “Well done, Oz, Sera,” praised Veldt, the head of the Margravate of Melrose, after receiving documents from his subordinates detailing the past two months as well as listening to Oz’s account.


      The siblings had been sent on a mission to deliver Veldt’s supposed granddaughter—Alicia, a direct descendant of House Melrose—to House Melsis, a branch family, where she would stay until adulthood and have the veracity of her claimed identity evaluated.


      Oz and Sera were both quite highly ranked, but the reason they’d been sent on this escort mission—important though it may have been—was that Alicia’s existence wasn’t yet common knowledge. Assigning several knights to protect the girl hadn’t proved possible, so Veldt had needed two of his most reliable people, in terms of both trust and skill, to handle it.


      Sera was one of the people responsible for security at the queen and princess’s palaces, and Oz served Veldt directly as both his steward and chamberlain. Although their absences had caused significant disruptions and sparked many complaints, Veldt had had no choice but to send them to escort Alicia.


      The Order of Shadows was awfully short-staffed. Not only that, the incident with Graves had led to many individuals with questionable ideologies being removed from positions close to the royal family, resulting in a significant shortage in personnel available for VIP protection. Not just anyone could fill these roles. It had become a struggle to find qualified candidates with adequate skills and trustworthy backgrounds even among adventurers around the city or graduates from the Sorcerers’ Academy.


      If only there were at least someone who could be entrusted with guarding the princess, Veldt lamented. But now is not the time for such concerns.


      His eyes scanned the room and settled on one of the people present. “So, that being the situation, what do you think, Mikhail?” he asked.


      “Grandfather...” Mikhail, who was only twelve years old, had grown to look about fifteen. The spark in his eyes had caused quite a stir among the young palace maids; now they narrowed as he returned his grandfather’s gaze. “Wasn’t she supposed to be sent to the viscount’s family next year? The plan was to ascertain the veracity of her claims by then. Why was she sent there a year too soon?”


      “The girl had begun causing problems, calling herself the daughter of a noble,” Veldt explained, his tone bitter. “We had no choice but to accelerate the plan and take custody of her.”


      Mikhail sighed. “Quite the troublesome girl indeed.”


      It had been two years since this girl claiming to be Alicia had been discovered, but there was still no evidence that she was the real deal. Based strictly on her testimony and circumstantial evidence, any noble family would’ve believed her to be related to Veldt. However, the fact she lacked the pink-blonde hair characteristic of all the women of the Melrose line gave Veldt pause about acknowledging her as Alicia.


      “Either way, I’ll be entering the Academy next month,” Mikhail continued. “Even high-ranking nobles must live in the dorms for half of each term, so I won’t be able to respond to summons like this.”


      “You’re already that age, I see,” Veldt said. “Apologies for the trouble.” Time flies, he thought, sighing.


      Terms at the Sorcerers’ Academy, attended by young nobles, began at the start of each year, after the harvest and tax collection had been completed. All noble children turning thirteen in a given year could enroll, and they all graduated at the end of the year in which they turned fifteen, at which point they were considered adults in noble society.


      Veldt must’ve been quite uncertain of his own judgment to suddenly call a minor like Mikhail and ask for his opinion. Perhaps even Mikhail’s grandfather, who was usually cold and decisive as the prime minister, got too emotional when it came to the legacy of his deceased daughter.


      Mikhail felt sympathy for his grandfather, who had seemed to have rapidly aged in the past few years, and chose to be firm in expressing his opinion. “I feel the same way you do, grandfather. From the reports, I struggle to believe that girl is a Melrose. For that reason, if she is to enroll at the Academy, I recommend placing her under surveillance.”


      Having said his piece, Mikhail left his grandfather’s office. Until today, due to Oz’s absence, Mikhail—not having enrolled in the Sorcerers’ Academy yet—had been acting as an aide to Veldt under the guise of studying to become the next prime minister. He didn’t relish the idea of spending any further time doing so, however. Normally, he would’ve welcomed the opportunity with open arms, but with his enrollment imminent, the boy had personal matters he wanted to attend to.


      “A melrose,” Mikhail repeated to himself.


      According to an old House Melrose legend, a moon spirit had thought one particular woman so beautiful that, extolling her features, it had tinged her hair the same color as a moon rose—the flower also known as a melrose. Mikhail didn’t know whether this was true, but the hair color was indeed passed down only to the direct descendants of House Melrose and disappeared in a few generations when a Melrose woman married out of the family. It certainly suggested that the family was favored by the Moon itself.


      If he were to say this to his friend, Rockwell of House Dandorl, he’d likely be teased again for “being a romantic,” but even just whispering the flower’s name brought to his mind the image of a certain adventurer girl he’d met in the royal capital. Her hair had been the same color as the melrose, said to bloom only on nights when the moon was out.


      He’d been captivated from the moment he’d laid eyes on her. Even her lone wolf aura had been attractive, reminding him of the woman in the portrait that he’d admired as a child. Mikhail had felt a strong enough connection with the young adventurer that he figured Alicia, if she truly was alive, might look exactly like that girl.


      But given the circumstances, the two couldn’t be one and the same. Alicia would’ve been eight years old when Mikhail had met the adventurer. And even if her growth had been enhanced by aether, how could a girl that young have acquired the strength to be recognized as a top-tier adventurer?


      Worst-case scenario, maybe he could substitute the peach-haired adventurer for the girl who’d been found in the orphanage. Would anyone even notice?


      “Can’t do that, now can I?” he murmured, dismissing his own thoughts. It might actually have been possible, given the power held by House Melrose, but he abhorred the idea of disrupting the adventurer’s life like that.


      Mikhail had visited the Adventurers’ Guild in the capital several times, hoping that the pink-blonde girl was affiliated with it and he’d have the chance to see her again, but no such luck, and that ship was sailing. Once he enrolled in the Sorcerers’ Academy, it would become even harder to continue searching for her.


      Though Mikhail didn’t think he was in love, he was acutely aware that the feeling growing within him was more than simple curiosity.


      “I wonder if we’ll meet again...”


      ***


      Now that Mikhail had at last departed, Sera bowed her head and said, “Now then, I shall take my leave too.”


      “You’ve done well, Sera,” Veldt praised her.


      “I was only doing my job,” she said firmly.


      Oz understood that his sister’s choice to respond to their master’s appreciation with a flat statement that it had all been simply part of her job likely came from a place of familiarity, given how long she’d been working under Veldt. Still, the casual assertion was intimidating to the steward, and cold sweat rolled down his forehead.


      Ignoring her brother’s reaction, Sera stepped out of their superior’s office and took a deep, silent breath. Most of the reason behind the sigh was mental fatigue, given that the extreme shortage of personnel in the Order of Shadows had forced her out of retirement. Being made to perform tasks outside her original duties and being kept away from her post for several months had, predictably, caused all manner of issues.


      The main cause of her exhaustion went beyond the simple accumulation of tasks that couldn’t be entrusted to her subordinates, however. It had been the two months spent with “Alicia,” the supposed Melrose girl, that had worn down her spirit far more than anticipated.


      It was only natural that the girl, being an orphan, lacked the manners befitting a noble. While Sera and Oz’s grandfather had reeducated her, her etiquette was still barely passable for a commoner. But more than that, the girl’s habit of clinging exclusively to men and ignoring women was bizarre, even considering her age. If Sera were to be honest, the prospect of this girl being recognized as a member of House Melrose made her want to agree with Veldt and Mikhail’s doubts about her origins.


      And now she’d have to go and attend to an irritable Princess Elena, whose favorite apprentice maid had gone missing. Elena was well aware that this maid had belonged to the Order of Shadows, and since her disappearance, the princess had been prone to foul moods whenever Sera and the others were in her presence.


      Despite her youth, Elena was perceptive and understood the risks involved in the Order’s duties. Thus, unlike the impulsive crown prince, she wasn’t willfully avoiding the Order’s guards. But perceptive or no, a ten-year-old was still a ten-year-old, and emotions were still emotions. The only person Elena had ever approved of had disappeared, and because she believed the missing maid was still alive, her irritation only grew as more time passed without any word of the maid’s whereabouts.


      The reality was that the girl had most likely gone missing not because she’d been sent on a dangerous mission but because of Graves’s betrayal—and to make matters worse, the traitor had been an agent of the Order. Furthermore, Sera was furious at Graves for having deprived her of a promising apprentice who could’ve eventually succeeded her. She had personally requested the adventuring party known as the Rainbow Blade to search for both Alia and Graves, but so far they’d uncovered nothing.


      If Alia were found alive and returned to the Order of Shadows as an apprentice battle maid, she could be entrusted with guarding the princess, which would in turn improve Elena’s mood. But such a fortunate turn of events was unlikely.


      ***


      “Mom!”


      On her way to the queen’s palace, Sera heard the voice of her son, who had been waiting for her arrival, and let out another sigh.


      “Mom, have you found Alia?!”


      “We went north, but not in the right direction. We still haven’t found her.”


      Sera’s son, Theo, had continued to chase after Alia’s shadow, even after his body and mind had rapidly matured to those of a twelve-year-old. Meeting Alia had been such a significant event in the boy’s childhood that, despite having been told that she was quite possibly dead, Theo, like Elena, had refused to let go and insisted they would meet again.


      “I see,” he murmured. Theo hadn’t let go, but still, he’d known she wouldn’t be found so easily. Trying to suppress his disappointment, he offered a smile to his tired-looking mother. “Welcome back, mom.”


      “A bit late for that,” Sera replied. Still, she hugged her son as if to check how much he’d grown, and Theo returned the embrace, finding reassurance in the safety of his mother’s arms. “We’ve sent the young Melrose lady to be fostered by House Melsis for some time. Once she enrolls in the Academy, however, you’ll probably be assigned to protect her as a battle steward.”


      Theo nearly rolled his eyes at his mother for treating him as a child and giving him a friendly update instead of a report, but then he remembered what he knew of the young lady in question and frowned slightly.


      “I’ve heard some pretty bad things about her,” he said.


      “That is not for us to discuss,” Sera admonished him firmly.


      Noticing his mother hadn’t denied his statement, Theo inadvertently gave her a wry smile. “Well, I’ll go back to my duties as a steward’s apprentice. Can you train me after that?”


      “Of course. Work hard,” Sera replied. She saw him off with a smile of her own, her spirits lifting a bit.


      As Theo quickly walked down the hallway, away from his mother, he reaffirmed his resolve. “I can’t afford to let up, or Alia will leave me in the dust. I’ve gotta do this.”


      After watching her son leave, Sera headed toward the royal palace. A voice spoke up from behind her. “Welcome back, Lady Sera.”


      “Castro. Do you need something?” she asked.


      Due to the irresponsible manner in which he’d handled Alia’s assignments, putting her in danger, as well as his personal acquaintance with Graves, Castro had been removed from royal guard duty. However, he had since stopped discriminating against people based on background and circumstances. This change had extended beyond his work too, and Sera had heard that Castro had been personally searching for the missing Alia, gathering what information he could from Viro and other old adventurer associates.


      “Wait... Have there been any new developments?” Sera asked.


      “There have,” Castro confirmed. “Take a look at this.”


      Sera’s eyes widened slightly as she read the document Castro handed her. She took a slow breath, then turned her gaze to him once more. “If this story is true...” she mused. “Castro. Get in touch with Viro.”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      The Ashen Princess, Lady Cinders


      The March of Kendras was located in the northwestern part of the Kingdom of Claydale. West of it lay the Kond Mines, which held the largest mineral vein in the southern part of the continent. The mines served as a buffer zone between two neighboring nations: the Dukedom of Yrus and the Kingdom of Sol’Hoeth, both of which claimed ownership over the area and ran mining operations there, keeping each other in check.


      Mindful of this tension and wanting to avoid provoking its neighbors, House Kendras refused to have the national guard stationed in the buffer zone. Thus, without interference—military or otherwise—from the central government, the noble house had reaped significant profits from mining and ironworking.


      And where there was light, there was shadow. Since the March of Kendras flourished by disallowing government intervention, several organizations lurked in the shadows there, seeking to bite off their share of the profits, including intelligence agencies and crime syndicates from neighboring countries and the unlawful Slavers’ Guild. Notably, the largest Thieves’ Guild in the Northwestern Border District was also a prominent force in the area.


      The proximity of the mine attracted a great number of crag dwarves skilled in mining and smithing. The area was a hotspot for adventurers looking for locally crafted weapons, which in turn led to an increase in taverns catering to dwarves and adventurers alike. The demand for ore and ale was such that supply could not keep up.


      Taking note of this fact, the Thieves’ Guild collaborated with the Slavers’ Guild, buying orphans from various regions and capturing children from slums to sell to locals on a large scale. Though the March of Kendras had its own knights and the marquis himself loathed and sought to eliminate the criminal organizations operating within his territory, it was a difficult task in a city with tens of thousands of inhabitants.


      Not only that, the marquis’s attempts were constantly met with retaliation from the Thieves’ Guild, meaning the illegal operations were left largely unchecked. The members of the local Thieves’ Guild were known for their combat prowess, and chief among them was a group of siblings called the Galga Four, all of whom were Rank 4 combatants and had killed several knights. They’d developed a fearsome reputation in the underworld.


      The sun had just begun to set. In a clearing in the woods near the city, a slave trade operation was taking place, this being the usual location and time.


      “Hasn’t the quality of slaves gone down recently?” Lamia groused theatrically. She was the eldest of the Galga Four and the leader of the Thieves’ Guild in the March of Kendras. “You’re not trying to deceive us Four, right?”


      The leader of the Slavers’ Guild theatrically shrugged in turn. “Who around here would be stupid enough to do that? Sure, we ran into some issues, but we went out of our way to get these for ya. They’re a bit sluggish from bein’ crammed into the bottom of the wagon, but feed ’em some scraps and they’ll be good as new.”


      “Oh?”


      After being subjected to a long journey, the children all appeared listless, their eyes having lost their spark. Upon realizing what awaited them, they trembled fearfully as they stared at Lamia: a woman who, despite supposedly nearing forty, still looked no older than her early thirties. Her beauty and ruthlessness had earned her a moniker that likened her to the lamia, a monster that retained its beauty by drinking the blood of its victims.


      The thirty slaves in this batch were all children; there were humans and many demi-humans among them, given that few orphanages were willing to take in orphaned beastfolk and dwarves.


      “All these demi-humans and you couldn’t get a single elf?” Lamia complained.


      “Don’t be ridiculous, Lamia. You think elves let their kids out of their villages? And the adults are usually adventurers. It ain’t worth it,” the slaver retorted.


      Elven children rarely left their settlements. Lamia’s demand for one stemmed from their beautiful features and prolonged youth—elves took a long time to mature—which made them highly sought-after. Even half-elves fetched ten times the price of other captives; however, it was rare for the proud elves to couple with humans and rarer still for a half-elf to be orphaned, meaning they were a rarity even for the leader of the Slavers’ Guild.


      “So, what are these ‘issues’ you ran into?” Lamia pressed, wanting details. The only reason she and the leader of the Slavers’ Guild were present for this exchange in the first place was that the previous batch had been too small, which had nearly caused problems with the customer.


      “Oh, that. Well, two of our teams of slave hunters were wiped out,” the man explained.


      “Huh? On our turf? What, are the marquis’s knights doing their jobs for once?”


      “I don’t think that’s what it was. Based on the methods, I’m thinkin’ it was someone in our line of work...”


      “Hey! Sis!” called out Lamia’s younger brother. “Can we buy the girl in this wagon over here?!”


      Lamia cast a suspicious look at the leader of the Slavers’ Guild. “Huh. Still had merchandise, did you? Hey, Cath!” she shouted at her brother. “What kind of girl are we talking?”


      “She’s a teenager, but she looks like she’s from a good family!” replied Cath, a tall and lanky man in his late twenties and Lamia’s youngest brother.


      “Yeah?” Lamia replied, then directed her attention back to the slaver. “So what’s this about?”


      “Oh! I nearly forgot. We grabbed a traveling girl on the way here, the daughter of some low-ranking noble or something. I wanted to show her to you, so we put her in a separate wagon, heh.” The man’s face turned pale as Lamia glared at him and his excuses.


      Having overheard the commotion, Lamia’s two remaining brothers approached.


      “What’s going on, sis?”


      “Did Cath mess up again?”


      The eldest of the brothers, Gigas, was over two meters tall, built like a brick house, and wielded an axe. The middle one, Troll, was the shortest among the brothers, and his corpulent frame boasted supernatural brute strength. The youngest, Cath, was slender and skilled in evasion, wielding a pair of short swords. Lamia, the eldest of the four and the only sister, was a wind sorceress and favored a whip. Together they made up the Galga Four and were unique among thieves for having survived as a band since childhood, always acting as a four-person unit.


      Now surrounded by the Rank 4 thieves, all of whom had discarded their real names in favor of monster aliases, the leader of the Slavers’ Guild turned even paler.


      “So, what you’re saying is,” Lamia began, “that what you were trying to do by hiding her from me was surprise me, right? The good kind of surprise? Meaning you weren’t planning on selling her, but instead giving her to me, right? That’s what you mean, isn’t it?”


      “Y-Yeah,” the slaver replied.


      “Good! I’d expect no less from the Slavers’ Guild. I’m sure this will continue to be a profitable partnership. Cath! Bring me the girl!”


      “Hey sis, can I have this one?” Cath asked.


      “You really like them young, don’t you?” Lamia muttered. “You always say that, then you break them first chance you get. Forget it! Bring her here!”


      “Fine, fine...” Cath agreed reluctantly, unable to defy his sister. Disappointed, he dragged the girl out of the wagon. “Hey, come out.”


      “Huh...”


      The girl who emerged from the wagon did indeed look like a young lady from a good family dressed as a traveler. She wasn’t yet an adult, but her presence was even more striking than her well-formed features. It was obvious why Cath had wanted her, and why the leader of the Slavers’ Guild had tried to hide her and sell her separately. Even Lamia, a woman herself, felt her heart skip a beat at the sight of the girl’s demeanor and slightly downcast profile.


      Her misjudgment, of course, was her undoing. Lamia’s confidence in her abilities had made her careless. Capable as she was, she could gauge someone’s strength without needing to cast Scan, but that required concentration and wasn’t something she always did.


      And just as Lamia hadn’t suspected the skill of a child kidnapped into slavery, Cath, standing close by, hadn’t bothered to assess the strength of the peach-haired girl.


      “Guh!” In that instant, Cath felt a searing pain in his throat that made him gasp.


      No, it wasn’t merely a gasp. Blood was pouring into his lungs and gushing from his mouth. He finally realized that the girl had stabbed his throat with a black knife. As a lightweight fighter excelling in evasion and speed, he’d never imagined anyone but his siblings could hurt him, and yet the girl before him had effortlessly driven a knife into his neck without any obvious physical tells or detectable malice.


      At the sight of his agonized reflection in the girl’s jade-green eyes, it dawned on Cath that he wasn’t long for this world.


      “Cath?!” Lamia involuntarily exclaimed when she saw her youngest brother collapse, spewing blood.


      The other two brothers stared in shock. Their brother had been killed, just like that. One of the four siblings, who had worked together for twenty years, clawed their way up, and vowed to rise even higher, had died so easily.


      Gigas, the eldest brother, watched in silence, clenching his teeth in an attempt to contain his rage.


      “This is a joke, right...? Cath, you’re pulling my leg, right?!” shouted Troll, the middle brother, thinking this was just another of his prankster brother’s jokes.


      At that moment, the leader of the Slavers’ Guild let out a strained croak, like a crushed frog, and fell with a crossbow bolt lodged in his forehead. The girl, having just stabbed Cath and shot the slaver, immediately turned tail and began to flee.


      “Get the hell back here!!!” shouted Troll as he took off after the running girl.


      “Troll! Damn it!” hissed Gigas. He’d been wary of the girl, but upon seeing his younger brother charge recklessly after her, he followed suit.


      “Both of you!” Lamia called out, snapping out of her shock. The two men didn’t stop, however, and continued to give chase.


      “I’m gonna crush you!” shouted Troll, not even registering his sister’s voice. Though both he and Gigas had started running at the same time, the rotund Troll quickly gained speed, outpacing his older brother. Despite his obese appearance, his thick layer of blubber concealed powerful muscles underneath, and he began to close the gap between himself and the girl.


      Noticing her pursuers, the girl glanced around at Troll and Gigas behind him, then made a sharp turn to lure them into the woods.


      “You think I can’t move through the forest because of my size?! Don’t you look down on me!” Troll snapped, using his arms and legs to break through thin trees and thick branches alike as he continued to give chase. He was a hand-to-hand fighter, his bulky fat acting as armor while he broke his enemies with his powerful muscles. His large hands could easily smash the girl’s slender frame if he caught her.


      Clang!


      As the girl went into the woods, Gigas threw his hand axe at her, but it embedded itself into a thick tree trunk. The girl quickly threw a knife in response, but Gigas deflected it with his swollen muscles, not bothering to use his main axe. “Hmph!”


      Troll laughed mockingly at the girl. “My bro’s muscles are special, dumbass! Gonna crush you like a grape!”


      He charged at her from the side, his fists clenched. Incredibly, the girl, who had been keeping an eye on them both while adjusting her position slightly, swerved away from Gigas and charged straight at Troll. The middle brother picked up speed to match her.


      “Walking right into your death?” he asked. “How—”


      “Pain,” the girl chanted.


      “Gah!” The overwhelming pain left Troll frozen in place, mouth agape, and the girl threw a thin, unglazed bottle into his mouth. The bottle shattered, and Troll let out a loud, confused scream.


      “Troll!” Gigas called out, hurriedly trying to close the distance as his brother’s screams echoed through the forest.


      Snap.


      A shocked Gigas let out an alarmed cry as the ground cracked beneath his feet like thin pottery, sending him plummeting into a pit. The hole was two meters wide and another two deep. If he hadn’t taken the bait, it would have been an easy trap to avoid, and falling in would’ve normally resulted in a twisted ankle at worst. However, the bottom was lined with sharp spikes that pierced Gigas’s legs and back.


      Thin sheets of clay, enchanted with Harden, covered the mouth of the trap. They would’ve easily withstood the weight of a wolf, but not the thudding steps of a giant like Gigas.


      “B-Bro,” a seemingly poisoned Troll croaked, his face turning purple as he struggled to go to his older brother’s aid. Before he could do anything, however, the girl dropped live coals into the pit, causing it to erupt in flames and cries of agony. “Nooo!”


      Troll’s shriek at the sight of his brother’s death was silenced when the girl jumped onto his head and plunged her knife deep into his medulla.


      “Gigas! Troll!” Lamia cried out as she arrived at the scene in time to witness her brothers’ deaths. “You... You little wretch! How dare you!”


      The girl, still stepping on Troll’s head, silently shook the blood off of her knife.


      “Hurricane!” chanted an enraged Lamia, her Level 4 wind spell raging through the cramped woods.


      She was quite familiar with her own sorcery; a pure sorcerer or adventurer might’ve made a different choice, but as a thief, Lamia prioritized casting speed over raw power. Her usual winning strategy was to stop her enemies in their tracks with the high-level spell Hurricane and then finish them off with other wind spells. Few opponents could anticipate her magic, and practically none were capable of dodging the invisible blades.


      However, the girl, too, was familiar with sorcery and knew that area-of-effect wind spells weren’t lethal enough.


      “What?!” Lamia yelled, watching as the girl, whom she’d expected to be immobilized, rose in the air instead. No matter how slender the target may have been, Lamia’s spell shouldn’t have had enough force to send her flying so high up. Had the girl jumped? What manner of fool would allow herself to get caught in the wind in such densely packed woods?


      Using the hem of her dress like a sail, the girl maneuvered through the air, seemingly unafraid of crashing into the trees. Branches and pebbles struck her as she flew, but she remained intent on Lamia, causing fear to well up within the thief’s chest.


      Overcome by dread, Lamia chanted, “Gale Cutter!” and unleashed another wind spell at the girl.


      In response, the girl muttered something and crossed her arms in front of her face to protect herself. Wind sorcery was indeed rarely lethal—against targets wearing armor, that is. If the spell struck any vital points, it could still easily tear through the girl’s body. The navy dress she wore shredded and scattered under the powerful gust, revealing a black leather dress underneath. Though her exposed arms and legs had suffered injuries, all of her vital points were protected by some sort of shield of light as she charged at Lamia, a large black knife raised high.


      “Thrust!” the girl chanted.


      As the black blade slowly drew closer, thoughts flashed through Lamia’s mind like a dream sequence.


      Where had they gone wrong? The four siblings had thought they could do anything together. At first, all they’d cared about was survival, but as a group, they were strong, and working together had made life easier. Was that where they’d misstepped? Should they have sought an honest path through their combined efforts instead?


      It was too late for that, however.


      The girl’s combat technique dug halfway into Lamia’s neck, and the thief watched as her own blood splattered across her field of vision. Who in the world was this girl? Lamia hadn’t scanned her, but she’d seemed to be of Rank 3 strength at best. That was why neither Lamia nor any of the brothers had thought for a moment that they might lose. They’d fallen right into the girl’s trap.


      As Lamia collapsed, the thief saw the girl in the black adventurer’s dress cast a spell, coating her hair in illusory ashes. Words of recognition escaped Lamia’s lips before her consciousness sank into the dark abyss, silencing her forever.
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      “Lady Cinders...”




      ▼ Alia (Alicia)


      Species: Human♀ (Rank 3)


      Aether Points: 174/240 △ +30


      Health Points: 132/190 △ +20


      Strength: 9 (12) △ +2


      Endurance: 9 (12) △ +1


      Agility: 13 (17) △ +1


      Dexterity: 8


      [Dagger Mastery Lv. 3]


      [Martial Mastery Lv. 3]


      [Throwing Lv.3] △ +1


      [Bow Mastery Lv.1] NEW!


      [Guard Lv.3] NEW!


      [String Manipulation Lv.4] △ +2


      [Light Magic Lv. 3] △ +1


      [Shadow Magic Lv. 3]


      [Non-Elemental Magic Lv. 3]


      [Practical Magic x6]


      [Aether Manipulation Lv. 4] △ +1


      [Intimidation Lv. 3]


      [Stealth Lv. 4] △ +1


      [Night Vision Lv.2]


      [Detection Lv.4] △ +1


      [Poison Resistance Lv.3] △ +1


      [Basic Scan]


      Overall Combat Power: 576 (Boosted: 691) △ +133


      Where It All Began


      “Nostalgic,” I murmured quietly under my breath as I gazed upon the small town visible from the road.
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