
    [image: Cover: How To Defeat A Demon King in Ten Easy Steps, by Andrew Rowe. New York Times Bestselling Author. “I really loved this one.” —Matt Dinniman.]


    [image: endpapers]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.







    [image: How To Defeat A Demon King in Ten Easy Steps, by Andrew Rowe. Saga Press. London | New York | Toronto | Amsterdam/Antwerp | New Delhi | Sydney/Melbourne.]




			This one is dedicated to all the people out there trying to save our world, in any way they can. Thank you to all the doctors, engineers, scientists, teachers, and other wonderful human beings that work to save lives or make our existence better.

	
		
STEP ONE BE THE LEGENDARY CHOSEN HERO
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			FATHER ALWAYS TOLD ME that true heroism was when someone fought for what was right, regardless of the risk to themselves.

			But Father was wrong.

			True Heroism was a passive skill only available to the Hero Class, unlocked at forty-second level.

			Unfortunately, I wasn’t a Hero. There wasn’t much chance that I ever could have been, really. For whatever reason, Hero was an Advanced Class that only Farmers and Orphans could unlock, at least as far as anyone could tell me.

			This was unfortunate, because the world really needed a Hero, even if most people weren’t willing to admit it.

			The year was 4423D. The twenty-third year in the reign of the resurrected Demon King.

			Tradition held that the Demon King would expand his power for a hundred years after his rebirth. Only then would the Hero be reborn.

			This had happened dozens, maybe hundreds of times. ­History generally remembered the great Heroes based on their most ­famous accomplishments. We called them the First Hero, the Speedy Runner Hero, the Faerie Harem Hero, and so on.

			They always had brave companions, too. The most notable were their faeries—the Fire Faerie, the Sword Faerie, and more infamous ones like the Faerie Who Failed and the traitorous Fallen Faerie.

			Historically, the Hero was usually born just in time to turn the war around, with half of the planet under the Demon King’s control. Maybe a little more, a little less, depending on how ambitious the current Demon King was.

			This time around, things had gone a little differently. A major human nation had sold out to the Demon King more or less instantly, and then marched with his armies to wipe out the neighboring nations of dwarves and elves. From there, they’d pressed on further, taking more soldiers from the survivors of nations they burned and enslaved.

			The result?

			We had seventy-seven years before the revival of the Hero, and more than half the world had already been taken.

			If we waited for the coming of the Hero, there wouldn’t be much of a world left for him to save.

			Fortunately, I had a plan.

		

			When I was young, I hoped to earn a Class like Warrior or Barbarian. Who didn’t want to hit people with a giant sword? And they had some great Advanced Classes, too.

			But I wasn’t born particularly strong. Or fast. Or, if I’m being honest, talented with weapons.

			Unlocking Classes had certain requirements. They weren’t always things you had to accomplish, at least for basic Classes—losing your parents at a young enough age could get you the Orphan Class. In spite of the humble-sounding name, it’s one of the strongest Classes to start with. Enough so that some people might take extreme steps to try to earn it.

			No, I didn’t do anything dark and murderous to get a Class like that. I like my parents. I did, however, briefly ask Mom to disinherit me so I could get a shot at unlocking it.

			“No, dear. I’m not going to disown you and put you out on the streets to get a Class. That would be terribly irresponsible.”

			“But Mommmm, it probably wouldn’t take more than a few days for me to be eligible.”

			Mom gave me a withering look, folding her arms. “Absolutely. Not. And I will hear nothing more of the matter.”

			A few minutes later, my next conversation began with, “So, Daddy, I was wondering if you’d be willing to disown me a little.”

			He thought it was funnier, but he was similarly unconvinced.

			Much of my childhood went like that.

			I remember hearing a lot of things like:

			“No, dear, I don’t believe that giving you a miniature village and burning it down would count as a tragic backstory.”

			“Absolutely not, sweetie. We are not renaming you ‘Hero’ to try to fool the goddesses. No reasonable person would be fooled by that, and the goddesses certainly wouldn’t be either.”

			“We are not buying a farm to get you the Farmer Class. When you’re old enough, if you want to go work on a farm, you can do that.”

			“You are most definitely not the missing child of a deposed royal bloodline, and we are not spreading rumors to that effect to try to get you a ‘Secret Princess’ Class. I’m not even sure that’s a Class. I can’t see why it would be.”

			“No, dear, I don’t believe declaring our house a ‘kingdom’ would earn you the normal ‘Princess’ Class, either.”

			They actually humored me and tried that one, declaring loudly the founding of ‘Our Housia’ to the world. Predictably, nothing happened. I pushed for them to get some paperwork signed to authenticate our newly founded kingdom, but that was apparently a step too far.

			You’d think I’d be disappointed by all that, but really, it just gave me fuel for more ideas. And in spite of many false starts, I eventually found one that worked. For certain values of “worked,” anyway.

			From the age of nine onward, I wore a backpack all the time. For eight years, I hauled things around for friends, family, and eventually as a part-time job, until finally I unlocked the right Class.

			While that might sound like something you’d do to unlock an Explorer Class—and, indeed, there is one with similar requirements—I was shooting for something a lot less popular.

			The illustrious Bag Mage Class.

			No, not Blue Mage. Bag Mage.

			Doesn’t sound very impressive, does it?

			Bag Mages generally have one function in society—hauling goods long distances. They often serve as assistants to Merchants. Some Merchants even multi-class into it, if they’re too poor to afford a Bag Mage of their own…but most of them won’t admit to it.

			Nobles will often employ a Bag Mage or two to haul their stuff around when they go on vacations or that sort of thing. Umbrellas, tents, all those things that you might expect a pack animal to carry…Bag Mages.

			If you’re thinking that sounds like a cross between a wizard and a mule, you have the right idea about where we tend to fit into society.

			By the way, Bag Mage isn’t even the easiest magic-using Class to unlock. I could have gotten a traditional Fire Mage Class by starting a bunch of fires, for example, in a much smaller time frame. Similarly, all I would have needed for a Life Mage Class was to spend a lot of time mending plants, animals, and people.

			So, why’d I want to be a Bag Mage, when I could have worked to get something more impressive sounding with much less effort?

			Well, Bag Mages have one particularly useful ability—Inventory —the ability to put something they’re touching into an extradimensional space, then retrieve it later.

			Inventory has a number of limitations. Every Bag Mage has a maximum capacity for their inventory. They have a limited number of slots, and each slot has a capacity in terms of the size and mass of an object that can be stored within it. A novice Bag Mage has such a small inventory that it barely has any use. At the start, the most I could store was four large rocks, one in each of my four inventory slots.

			Fortunately, I only needed to store one thing in order to get my plan started.

		

			Upon obtaining my Class, I was finally ready to test the first stage of my plan. For this, I had to travel to the Sword Shrine.

			The Sword Shrine was the location that housed the legendary Hero’s Sword, one of the only weapons capable of harming the Demon King. The blade was plunged into a metal platform encrusted with divine enchantments designed to only allow a True Hero to draw it.

			In the days of ancient history, the Sword Shrine was a place of great reverence, attended to by priests and serving as a quiet place of prayer and contemplation.

			Currently, it was a popular tourist destination. The kingdom charged a small fee for anyone to enter and try to draw the sword—which was, of course, supposed to be impossible for anyone other than the Hero.

			Kids loved it. My coin purse hated it.

			But on the positive side, it gave me a chance to test my plan without having to do anything too shady, like sneaking in during the middle of the night. (I wasn’t above doing that sort of thing, but I was grateful I didn’t have to resort to such tactics…at least for the moment.)

			I paid the fee and waited in line.

			In front of me, I watched numerous others attempt to draw the legendary blade. The sword’s crystalline hilt shimmered brightly, and the pommel jewel was breathtaking. (I wondered absently if anyone had ever tried to pry it off.)

			The blade was the most beautiful part of all, with silvery-white metal that glimmered with divine power. Even at a glance, I could tell there was something wondrous about it. It was the type of shimmer and glow that captivated my imagination.

			I could see myself wielding it proudly, defying the Demon King and striking him down.

			Ahead of me, several small children seemed to share the same notion. I was mildly embarrassed, but still determined.

			A huge guy walked up to the pedestal, gripped the blade tightly, and drew some attention from the crowd. He braced himself and yanked on the hilt, lightly at first. When the sword didn’t budge, he pulled harder, gripping with two hands and straining with effort.

			“Activate Strength of Steel!”

			There was a gasp of astonishment from the crowd as his skin shifted to a metallic color and sheen. He’d activated a skill—one of the abilities granted by a Class. From the look of him and the name of the skill, I was guessing he was a Blacksmith or something similar, and accustomed to working with metal.

			With his body reinforced by a powerful skill like that, I bet he could have cracked ordinary stone or metal with his bare hands. But this was no ordinary blade, and the enchantments that held it were divine. It would take more than brute strength to tear it free.

			Stronger people had tried and failed.

			I gave him a nod of approval, though, even as his skill ended and he turned away in failure, allowing the next person to step up to the pedestal. His thought process was not dissimilar to my own, even if he’d taken a more direct approach than I intended to.

			Minutes passed. I waited my turn, feeling my shoulders tighten and my stomach churn.

			Could this possibly work?

			Was I a fool for even trying?

			With desperate hope and determination, I suppressed my anxiety and stepped up to the platform.

			I rested my hands on the grip of the sword, imagining the struggles of Heroes long ago.

			And with a word, I pronounced my intent.

			“Inventory.”

			There was a brief shimmer from the blade, and then…

			[Your Inventory skill level is too low to store this item.]

			The message appeared in the midst of my vision. It wasn’t one I’d seen before, but I understood the meaning.

			I had failed.

			But in spite of that, I felt my lips curl up in a smile.

			I released the grip of the sword and made my way out of the Sword Shrine.

			Skill levels could be earned.

			Now, I had work to do.

	
		
STEP TWO UNLOCK YOUR LATENT HEROIC POWER
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			IN ORDER TO IMPROVE my Inventory’s functionality, I had to make use of it. That’s how skills tend to work in general—use them enough and they get better. Use it a whole bunch and it might even unlock new skills, or improve into an advanced skill if it reaches the maximum skill level.

			Notably, skill levels increase independently of your overall ­personal level. They’re purely use-based.

			For example, a Fire Mage who sits around in town and lights things on fire can increase their Fire Magic skill. This is, however, relatively slow for a few reasons. First, because skills increase much more slowly if they do not have a valid target. For Fire Magic, that means the Fire Mage would have to actually burn things. And when you burn things that aren’t yours, that’s arson, kids.

			Second, unless you’re doing some really good arson—­meaning burning high-level stuff—raising a skill is a slow process. The higher level your target for a skill, the faster your skill increases.

			This is why most adventurers raise their attack-focused skills by fighting monsters; they can do so without having to worry about being arrested.

			(Sparring works to some degree, but just hitting someone with fire doesn’t get you much of a reward unless they’re significantly hurt…and that gets awkward. Anyway, I digress.)

			The third problem is Fire Magic uses mana, a limited resource.

			Everyone has a little bit of mana flowing in their body. It’s an ephemeral power that is used to power spells and skills, with each consuming a different amount of mana. Generally, the higher the level of a spell or skill, the more mana it consumes.

			Using too much mana causes exhaustion. Eventually, if you run out entirely, you simply stop being able to use spells and skills until you rest and recover.

			If I’d started out as a Fire Mage, I might have been able to throw three or so fire spells before I had to rest for a significant period of time. A higher-level Fire Mage would have more mana to work with, and thus be able to cast more spells…but actually increasing my level as a Fire Mage would require going out and fighting monsters. Fighting monsters when you can only cast three spells at a time is, of course, super dangerous—and also extremely tedious.

			My dear, sweet Inventory didn’t have those problems.

			Any object that I wanted to put into my Inventory was a valid target for raising my skill.

			And Inventory didn’t cost any mana.

			Putting items into my Inventory was nearly instant, and so was taking them out.

			You probably see where this is going.

			Each day and night after unlocking the Class, whenever I had free time, I’d sit down and practice.

			“Inventory.”

			A shimmering space would appear in front of me, displaying glittering symbols representing the items in my Inventory’s space.

			If I wanted to add an item to my inventory, I needed to touch it and speak the appropriate phrase. If I wanted to remove an item, I could either speak the appropriate phrase or press on the symbol corresponding to that item.

			“Remove rock.”

			A rock appeared in my hand, and the rock symbol disappeared from my vision.

			“Add rock.”

			The rock vanished, and the symbol reappeared.

			[Your Bag Magic skill level has increased to 2.]

			I laughed. It may have been a slightly maniacal laugh.

			I am not ashamed.

			My parents may have given me some worried looks, though.

			“Remove rock.”

			“Add rock.”

			And so I continued.

			Every time my Bag Magic skill increased, my number of Inventory slots increased. With a skill level of 2, I now had eight slots available.

			I experimented with many other mundane objects around the household, both to alleviate my boredom and to try to determine what would increase my skill level the fastest.

			My parents were somewhat confused by my hobby, but supportive.

			“You need to take notes if you’re going to be testing your skill gains,” Father explained to me. “Here.” He pushed over a quill and parchment. “As soon as you get to your next skill level, start counting.”

			“I’m already counting,” I complained. “In my head. I have literally nothing better to do.”

			“Take notes,” he insisted. “A pattern will most likely emerge. From there, we can get into efficiency testing.”

			I nodded to him.

			Mother was a Merchant, and Father was a retired Scholar. Mother made the real money for the family, but Father did the bookkeeping—and he was good at it. He always had a head for numbers, and I’d like to think I inherited just a bit of it. Enough to understand his idea and put it into practice, at least.

			As I continued the process, I followed his advice. I took meticulous notes on the number of times I needed to open my inventory and use it before increasing my skill, and which item I’d used for that particular skill level.

			The goal was simple enough—figure out if storing some items would increase my skill level faster than increasing others. If I had some kind of skill for monitoring my progress between levels, it would have been a lot easier…but I didn’t have anything that did that.

			Now, if it always required a static amount of work to go up a level, this would have been relatively simple. Sadly, skills don’t work that way. The amount of practice it takes to increase a level naturally goes up from one level to the next, and because the gods are vicious things, the rates of skill advancement aren’t always consistent from skill to skill.

			Thus, to determine the efficiency of individual items, I first had to test the same item across multiple skill levels to try to determine the approximate level curve. By that, I mean adding and removing the same rock over and over and checking how many repetitions it took to increase my skill level from 2 to 3, 3 to 4, etc.

			That took a while.

			After that, I got into testing the efficiency of different item types.

			Some of the most obvious things to test would have been objects of extraordinary value, like bars of gold or legendary magical relics. Sadly, my parents were fresh out of both, so I stuck with the basics.

			I tried smaller rocks (less efficient than the same large one I’d been using, but only if they were really small); keys (20% more efficient than rocks); coins (efficiency based on the metallic content, with silver weirdly being more efficient than gold); knives (even more efficient than coins); and a bunch of other random household items.

			After that, I got into some more esoteric stuff.

			“Add bag.”

			I was thrilled to find that I could store containers that contained other items in my inventory, and apparently, they only took up a single “slot.”

			Unfortunately, in terms of my skill progression, storing a bag only seemed to “count” the bag itself—not the contents. So, storing a bag filled with coins wouldn’t give me dozens of times more skill credit than storing a single coin. It was a shame, but good to know.

			“Add water.”

			I was surprised to find that I could store liquid without it being in a container. I just put my hand into a bucket and a small amount of water vanished, which I could then remove from my inventory at any time.

			I didn’t know if that would ever actually be useful, but it was interesting, at least.

			“Add book.”

			Books were the strangest; they had different storage values on a per-book basis, which didn’t appear to be based on the weight of the book.

		I tried writing some things myself on parchment to see if I could figure out the efficiency of notes with individual letters (such as an empty page, or a page with the letter A written all over it, or a page with legible writing, or a page covered with ink), but I couldn’t find any difference among those. I wasn’t sure why, but I suspected it had something to do with individual pages being too small of a sample.

			Throughout the process, I unlocked a number of Inventory-related skills.

			[Your Bag Magic skill level has increased to 20.]

			[You have learned the Improved Inventory Capacity skill.]

			That skill drastically increased the size and mass of objects I could put into single inventory slots. That was extremely useful, because while my number of slots had increased in a seemingly linear fashion with each level, my capacity per slot had only been increasing very slowly up until that point. I’d been able to store slightly larger rocks with each level, but I hadn’t figured out a formula for it.

			Anyway, with Improved Inventory Capacity, I had more options. I tested things like larger rocks and some metal pots and pans, but nothing turned out to be much more efficient for skill gains. Object size impacted skill gain rate a little, but not much. I tried some larger and more esoteric stuff after that, like storing walls, but…

			[Error: Cannot be stored. Object is above maximum capacity.]

			Unfortunate, but at least I could store more water in a single slot, or things like an entire backpack.

			[Your Bag Magic skill level has increased to 50.]

			[You have gained the Mental Inventory Activation skill.]

			That was an interesting one; it let me open and close my ­inventory or add and remove items, just by thinking about it.

			I tried testing if that changed the rate at which my skills ­increased, but it didn’t seem to.

			I went back saying things aloud after that, at least for the most part. I was just too used to it.

			Eventually, Mom loaned me her wedding ring.

			That changed everything.

			Thanks. I love you, Mom. And I owe you many, many thanks for the time you saved me on leveling up.

			The wedding ring proved to be forty-five times more efficient than my dear, sweet, and reliable testing rock. It was also nearly ten times more efficient than the next-best thing I’d found, which was a fancy kitchen knife.

			I think she was concerned about me losing it from time to time, but as long as I only used it while I was at home, she tolerated it.

			And with that, I had everything I needed.

			“Inventory. Remove wedding ring.”

			“Add wedding ring.”

			[Your Bag Magic skill level has increased to 75.]

			[You have gained Superior Inventory Capacity skill.]

			I still couldn’t store walls, sadly, but I found myself capable of storing entire drums of water in one inventory slot after that.

			I kept going.

			It took an entire year of spending hours and hours each day, but eventually, I reached the message I’d been striving for since the beginning.

			[Your Bag Magic skill level has increased to 100.]

			[You have gained the Ultimate Inventory Capacity skill.]

			That was impressive in itself. Ultimate Inventory Capacity ­increased the amount of mass I could store in a single inventory by a factor of ten. I was curious if I could store an entire house now, but my parents (barely) convinced me not to test that on our home.

			That wasn’t even the most important thing I’d earned, though. Not by a long shot.

			A second message had displayed in my mind, one I’d only dreamed of seeing.

			[Your Bag Magic has improved into the Advanced Skill, Dimensional Magic.]

			Perfect.

			Now, it was about time I got myself a sword.

	
		
STEP THREE OBTAIN THE HERO’S SWORD
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			AFTER RETURNING MY MOTHER’S wedding ring and giving her my eternal gratitude, I was ready to get started on my next test.

			Along with Dimensional Magic, I had unlocked a single spell—Blink.

			Blink was a short-distance teleportation spell which could be used on myself, any object of reasonable size I touched, or another person. I could also use it on myself and up to two other people at the same time, as long as we were in physical contact. Oh, and just to be clear, people were transported with whatever they were carrying. Teleporting people out of their clothes was a funny idea but not actually how the spell worked.

			The main disadvantage of Blink was the range—it only could go about fifty feet, and it required a clear line of sight to the ­destination. I presumed that would be improved somewhat as I ­increased my Dimensional Magic skill, but likely not enough to ever be used as a long-distance travel spell. I’d probably have to unlock higher-level spells for that sort of thing.

			It also cost mana to use, which I had very little of, since I was only first level. After testing it, I determined I had enough mana to use Blink a total of three times before I found myself completely exhausted and needed to rest.

			If I tried to use Blink a fourth time, it failed outright, and I saw a message that said:

			[You have insufficient mana to use this spell.]

			I spent one day practicing with Blink, just to be safe. Doing that, as well as storing more things, didn’t raise my Dimensional Magic skill at all. I wasn’t too worried, though—increasing Dimensional Magic wasn’t my priority.

			I headed back to the Sword Shrine, nervously practicing storing things in my Inventory the whole journey. It only took me about a day to get there—my hometown wasn’t far from the capital, Sovereign’s Peak, where the Sword Shrine was located.

			I paid the entrance fee, stood in line, and gripped the sword.

			Please, please work.

			“Inventory. Add Hero’s Sword.”

			The blade of the sword flashed with bright light.

			A message flashed in my vision too fast to process, and then I was surrounded by darkness.

		

			The first thing I did was panic, which I think is pretty understandable, since I couldn’t breathe.

			The fact that I couldn’t see my surroundings was pretty bad, too, but breathing is even more important.

			It was cold, too. Oppressively cold. Numbness was rapidly spreading across my skin, and that same cold was rapidly flowing up my nose as I tried and failed to draw in breath.

			I choked on the lack of air.

			I flailed around for a moment, and my arm hit something hard. I could feel something, at least. That pain gave me the slightest bit of focus.

			My hand moved, gripping the object, and I recognized it instantly. I’d stored it thousands upon thousands of times, after all.

			My rock.

			After a moment of confusion, I understood the void around me.

			I opened my mouth, feeling frigid air enter, and spoke into the oppressive dark.

			“Remove all inventory.”

			Even as my throat froze, I felt something shift, and then the blessed light and warmth of the world returned.

		

			I found myself back in the Sword Shrine, collapsed in front of the pedestal. I heard a murmur from the crowd around me.

			I coughed and choked. I barely remember the next few minutes as people rushed around me.

			Fortunately, among the priests at the shrine, at least a handful of them were still actual practitioners of divine magic.

			I felt someone’s warm hand on my forehead and heard a man’s voice say, “Lesser Heal.”

			That warmth spread across my body. It was a blissful sensation, too perfect to bear after the harrowing ordeal I’d just gone through.

			That, at least, is my best explanation for why I lost consciousness a few moments later.

		

			I woke in an unfamiliar bed, too tired and weak to even panic at that fact.

			Blearily, I opened my eyes and processed the world around me.

			There was a man sitting in a chair next to me, wearing the traditional robes of a White Mage. He looked to be about my age, with dark skin and a distinctive scar over his right eye. He was asleep, at least until the moment I sat up.

			“Wha…huh?” He wiped a bit of drool off his lips as he woke, then processed his own surroundings as I did.

			I was in a small private chamber with stone walls on all sides, a large wooden door, and a stained glass window depicting four of the First Hero’s companions in battle against the four generals of the Demon King. It was traditional for a Hero’s companions to match themselves against each of the Demon King’s Generals, one at a time, for reasons I could never fully understand.

			From that, I put together my likely location. I felt a bit chagrined, but it was better to be in the Sword Shrine than in some random guy’s bedroom.

			“You’re awake!” the man proclaimed, brightening at the sight of me. “Oh, you probably shouldn’t sit up so fast, though. You’re probably going to need to take some time to heal.”

			From the way my head was spinning, I had to agree. I groaned. “Mom is going to be pissed.”
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