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  Prologue


  The blizzard that overwhelmed the area would freeze the creatures in the blink of an eye. The only monsters that lived in the area were those that had the strength to survive the harsh environment.


  A gray cobblestone road ran through the former Demon Lord’s territory near the adventurer’s town of Baltic, and the Demon Lord’s Castle was located at the far end of the road.


  Despite the blizzard, there is no snow on the castle, which is located on the northern side of the continent. It is a place where snow is repelled by a mysterious power and never freezes. The jet-black exterior of the castle shows its shadow even in the blizzard that blurs even a few steps ahead, and anyone who stands on the road leading to it will realize that it is not just a ruin.


  And then.


  A knight stood in front of the gates of the Demon Lord’s Castle.


  “There is a person who has a vessel. One of these days.”


  The old, low voice echoed around the area, defying the raging wind.


  “I have waited for hundreds of years. The time will come in a breath.”


  The knight’s armor was jet black, similar to the castle of the Demon Lord. The vein-like tubes that run through his body glow like blue fireflies, growing brighter in response to his joy. There was no body in the armor, no two eyes in the helmet, only the empty space.
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  When he holds his hand up in the air, a jet-black sword is grasped in his hand.


  “Haha ─ Hihi!”


  A huge beast appeared in front of the knight. The huge gray body is more grandiose than a multi-story inn, and its four legs are muscular and strong. The fur on its body was as pure white as the first snow, but its red face, which looked as if it had been painted with fresh blood, could not be hidden.


  “I don’t need a monster, then. You have no right to set foot in this castle.”


  “Hihaaaha!”


  The beast’s muscular paws pounced on him.


  However, in the middle of the attack, the beast’s body sprinkled crimson blood that did not match its features. Without realizing it, the beast’s body was torn in half. The strong wind created by the flash of the sword flew up into the sky with a whoosh, and the clouds that had been causing the snow to fall dispersed.


  “That should do it.”


  The knight looked at the azure sky and nodded in satisfaction.


  Soon, several skeletons crowded the prone beast. In the blink of an eye, the corpse of the beast was being carried away somewhere.


  Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks.


  “I’m sincerely waiting for your return.”


  He looked in the direction of the royal capital, Kingsland, and let out a few words.


  Finally, he took out a piece of parchment from his pocket, muttered, “Let’s fulfill our mission today,” and put his hand on the door of the Demon Lord’s Castle.


   


  Chapter 1 – Things That Have Happened And Things That Will Happen


  The crown prince, Ain, always felt that he was really busy in his tenth year. On his way back from a nominal trip to the Duchy of Euro, Dullahan took away his physical freedom, and the wear and tear on his body caused him to fall into a coma for six months.


  What awaited Ain when he woke up was an unprecedented change in his body. It was a monsterization, an abnormality that affected his body and mind and could make him no longer be Ain.


  The cause was undoubtedly the ability to absorb the power of magic stones.


  No matter how much the Elder Lich suppressed the Dullahan that resided within Ain, the Named on his status card still remained the same, and the danger was not known in detail. So Ain headed to the magic city of Ist on the sly, meeting with prominent researchers and seeking knowledge of the symptoms of monsterization.


  And there were many incidents in Ist as well.


  On the way back to the royal capital, the water train was attacked by a Wyvern, and it was unforgettable that the trip was full of topics until the very end.


  All of this had to do with a mysterious monster called the Red Fox.


  In addition to his body and the Red Fox, Ain now had many things to learn.


  It seemed that he would continue to be busy.


  As Ain was looking out of the carriage, a woman’s voice came from the seat across from him.


  “──It’s been half a year already, hasn’t it?”


  “Yes, it has. It’s a good memory now.”


  The person to whom Ain replied was Chris. She was an elf, and her beauty was as extraordinary as ever.


  She shook her lustrous golden hair and smiled at Ain’s reply.


  “It’s not all good memories, you know. It took half a year to restore that bridge.”


  “It was a long time when you think about it. I turned eleven during those six months.”


  In addition, two more months will pass in April, and Ain’s school life as a fifth-year student will begin.


  “The bridge that was destroyed by Viscount Sage’s Kraken has been cleaned up quite a bit.”


  “Yes, not only the railroad tracks were repaired, but also all the dilapidated parts were repaired. I don’t know how they were able to finish the work in six months.”


  As Chris said, the fact that it took only six months was astonishing.


  That bridge was large enough to go through the whole brackish water area in one go, and it was a structure that had supported the land transportation of Ishtalika for a long time. Needless to say, it was huge.


  As they approached the bridge, the sound of a crowd of people stimulated their ears.


  “It’s just as I expected from the presence of Ain-sama, isn’t it?”


  “…You’re exaggerating!”


  “Haha, that’s not true. It was you who saved the water train that night. That’s why Ain-sama was invited to celebrate the completion of the restoration of the bridge.”


  “When you put it that way, Chris-san should also be invited, as well as the Sea Dragon twins who came to help us.”


  When she heard these words, she turned her head away with an embarrassed cheek.


  “I-I’m sorry. But still, Ain-sama! It’s been a really smooth road this time!”


  Ain nodded in agreement.


  On the way here, they first took a water train from the royal capital and got off at a nearby station. The next step was to get on the carriage that had been prepared for them, and the royal knights who had come ahead of them mounted their horses and escorted them around the carriage.


  Ain had come all this way without giving any instructions, mostly just moving from door to door.


  All that and more.


  “It’s all thanks to having a capable assistant with me.”


  This time, the coordination was not by Warren but by a woman who was newly appointed as Ain’s assistant.


  After hearing the story, the girl sitting next to Chris opened her mouth.


  “Could it be me?”


  After asking in a bell-like voice, the girl smiled daintily and looked at Ain.


  “Yes. It was definitely about Krone.”


  “Fufu, thank you.”


  The girl who answered in a good mood was not dressed in plain clothes or a dress. Because now she is not a daughter of the August merchants but an assistant to the crown prince.


  Her uniform is based on the color black. Her thin legs peeking out from her skirt are covered with tights.


  The uniform, with its Ishtalika-like style, gave the impression of neatness, but when she wore it, the flowery look could not be hidden. The star crystal in her hand shone as brightly as the flowers.


  “You are a talented young woman who has outshone many of the candidates, including those who have already worked as civil servants in the castle. I also heard just the other day that Lady Krone was the only one who got a perfect score in the winter appointment exam…”


  Chris’s admiration was about the exam that had been held just this past winter.


  The quality of the candidates was suitably high since the lord they would serve was the crown prince. In addition, the level of the exam was high, to begin with, and to be honest, it wasn’t so easy that a young person like Krone could pass it.


  However, Krone was the only one who scored a perfect score in the exam and obtained an assistant position. Of course, it was also important to note that she had won on her own merits without any intervention from Warren.


  “Excuse me, Lady Krone?”


  “Yes, what is it?”


  “Didn’t you ever think of becoming Ain-sama’s personal servant instead of his assistant?”


  “Of course. Because the assistant is the closest to him, I can do the serving work right beside him if I want to.”


  “I-I see…”


  The fact that Krone has been able to achieve results may have been inevitable, considering that she has been working hard since she was a child.


  “Thanks to you, this carriage is also on loan from the August Trading Company.”


  “The ride is not too bad, is it? It was a new model, but I made sure that my grandfather kept the price down.”


  “Well, is everything all right with Graff-san?”


  “I don’t know what’s wrong with him, but he looked tired at the end of the meeting.”


  That’s what I was worried about. It seems that the man who was called the ruler of land transportation when he was in Heim was no match for his granddaughter.


  Nevertheless, Graff was never a man who made deals based on nepotism alone. What’s more, it can be expected to be due to Krone’s bargaining power.


  “I didn’t want to ruin Ain’s reputation by spending tax money unnecessarily.”


  The way she said it with a sly smile was adorable.


  “Ain-sama, Ain-sama. I’ve heard that the results of Lady Krone’s business negotiations were so good that even Warren-sama was impressed.”


  “…Amazing!”


  Ain was so taken aback that his voice leaked out.


  In any case, it’s admirable to keep costs down where they should be. Ain nodded to himself, thinking that Krone would not allow him to discount more than necessary.


  “Ahem. Let’s get ready to go down.”


  “Hmm, okay.”


  Looking through the carriage window, the venue of the ceremony was already within a stone’s throw. After putting on his formal jacket, Ain closed the buttons of his shirt. Just when he thought the preparations were over.


  “Ain, wait a minute.”


  Krone, who had left her seat, sat down next to Ain and extended her arm.


  “Eh, what’s the matter?”


  “One of the buttons on your neck is off. I’ll fix it for you; just stay still for a moment.”


  “No, no, no, I can fix it myself───.”


  “Unfortunately. I’ve already fixed it.”


  “…..”


  Krone seemed to be enjoying herself as she did to Ain.


  Chris could not help but have a wry smile on her face.


   


  

  


   


  A little while after the bridge ceremony, Ain was promoted to the fifth grade as scheduled. He was now waiting for Professor Luke, who would be the homeroom teacher of the first class in the new school year, to arrive.


  It was nine o’clock in the morning. Class 1 is usually a free class, so there is no need to come in the morning. However, in addition to Ain, Roland, the werewolf, Leonard, the duke’s successor, and Batz, the big brother, had gathered because today was the first day of the new semester, and they were all required to attend.


  The classroom and the hierarchy had changed with the advancement of the students, but the structure of the classroom remained exactly the same.


  Batz, who was sitting next to Ain, spoke to Roland, seated next to him.


  “You look very sleepy, don’t you?”


  “Ah, yes… Actually, I had to work early in the morning.”


  “What are you doing up this morning?”


  Leonard, to the left of Ain, said.


  “You should take care of yourself. It looks like it’s going to be a tough job.”


  “Thank you. I’ll be careful not to collapse.”


  The four of them, including Ain, were the only students who had succeeded in keeping the group together. He was one of the few elite students in a school full of elite students, but the top student, Ain, asked the three of them in a distracted voice.


  “Hey, why is everyone here today?”


  “Hey, Ain, why all of a sudden?”


  “It’s only a few times a year that the whole group gets together.”


  “That’s true, but… But I have a pretty good idea what’s going on.”


  “Eh, really?”


  “Yeah. Didn’t you read in the admission guide? There’s going to be an event like this.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t remember.”


  “Then it’s Ain’s fault for not remembering.”


  As always, Batz’s unreserved words leave Ain speechless.


  “Your Highness, I think it’s probably about the field trip. Do you know if there is a field trip coming up in May?”


  “…Yes?”


  Leonard’s voice made him lose his composure.


  A social studies field trip to the point of no return? Is there really such a thing as a normal event in a school that even lets you practice with monsters?


  “By the way, where are we going? A distant fort or a coal mine?”


  “Why can’t you think of anything but the most horrible places…? Places are free, you know, free. We can choose any place we want.”


  “This guy said it is free. You can go to the White Rose Station, or you can visit the Knight’s Quarters. Recently, I heard that the August Trading Company is also popular. And by the way, you can choose your own team.”


  “It’s really too much freedom, isn’t it…?”


  “It’s also popular to use the facilities of the castle. From your perspective, it’s a home, so it’s probably a little sensitive, but it’s a place you can’t normally go to, and a lot of people want to go there.”


  “I don’t want to go to the castle facilities. I’m rather serious.”


  It was like a group home visit, a situation to be avoided more than anything else. The three friends chuckled at the quick refusal.


  “If so, it’s the August Trading Company?”


  “Oh, please don’t go to August Trading Company either. It’s hard to go there in many ways.”


  The daughter of the Trading Company is a member of his inner circle. To be honest, there are only a few reasons why he would want to refrain from doing so.


  “Hey, hey, don’t be selfish, okay?”


  “I understand that you want to tease His Highness, so don’t say it with a smirk on your face.”


  “I’m sorry. So… White Rose Station is the place?”


  By process of elimination, it’s a viable option.


  “Yes. I think that’s a good one; it’s a big station.”


  “…Y-yeah, I think Your Highness is right.”


  “Geez. You’re suddenly very cheerful.”


  “Haha… Well, it’s a big station, so I’m sure we’ll learn a lot.”


  He was a little excited at the time.


  However, Ain’s feelings never lasted──.


   


  A little later in the afternoon, on the terrace of the cafeteria. Batz opened his mouth to comfort Ain, who held his head as if he was suffering from depression.


  “Cheer up. You don’t have to be so depressed, you know.”


  “…I never thought this would happen.”


  The reason for his depression was the social studies field trip. After homeroom, Ain was summoned by Professor Luke.


  “After all, it’s my home visit!”


  Thanks to the kind words of the Prime Minister, Warren, the destination for the four of them were unknowingly decided. As if it were a matter of course, the destination was the royal castle, and they were asked to take a look around the facilities within the castle grounds.


  This was to thank them for all the hard work they had put in with Ain, including the monster training.


  Of course, his friends were happy. There are many important facilities and people inside the gates of the castle. Considering that, there is no other place like it to visit.


  It’s a bit of a special treat… but Warren has advised that it’s only this time.


  “If this were going to happen, I’d rather have been at the August Trading Company! I should give Katima-san something and make sure she doesn’t leave the lab. House arrest would be best, though.”


  That day, she should not be allowed to go free. If she shows up when Ain with his friends and ignites his mischievous spirit, there is no stopping her.


  “It’s no use, Ain. So you’d better be prepared by next month.”


  “Ah! Leonard! I don’t have any clothes that I can wear to the castle.”


  “I’ll lend you something to wear.”


  “Thanks, Leonard! Well, if it were winter, I could cover it up with a coat or something, but it’s spring.”


  “I do not mind. But Roland, you should get yourself some formal wear.”


  “Ah… you’re right. I’ll take a look when I get paid, and maybe you can go shopping with me.”


  Ain watched them absentmindedly.


  When he saw Roland and Leonard enjoying themselves, he was somewhat disappointed that he was not genuinely enjoying himself. He thought about calling in sick on the day of the event, but he was sure they would find out.


  “If you decide not to attend, I’ll tell Professor Luke.”


  “──Haha! What are you talking about?”


  “Geez. It’s a credit-bearing event, so make sure you participate.”


  I see. It seems that there was no way out, Ain thought. In order to graduate, he would have to endure and participate.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  It was a different room in the royal castle. Warren walked into the room where Krone was working.


  “This is the detailed schedule for Ain-sama’s field trip.”


  “Thank you very much. Erm… is it correct to say that they will be touring all of the facilities outside the main entrance, including the training grounds?”


  “That would be correct. Then, please confirm the flow of the day.”


  “Understood.”


  Krone looked over the documents she received. She carefully read the words on each page to make sure there were no mistakes.


  “On that day, will His Highness be going to the academy once?”


  “Yes. It’s a rule that they meet at the academy.”


  “Then it can’t be helped. Is it correct that once the meeting is over, the group will disperse locally?”


  “Yes, that is correct. I was thinking of giving Ain-sama some time after lunch. We’ll need him to leave the tour early.”


  “How much time do you need…? Do you have any new plans?”


  “Actually, there has been a development regarding the incident at Ist last year. In connection with this, I would like to determine Ain-sama’s future plans.”


  Warren then took out a letter from his pocket and handed it to Krone.


  “I’ll give you a brief explanation, and you can check the contents later.”


  “Yes, I understand.”


  “So let’s get started. ──About the behavior of Viscount Sage before his death. We have received reports that he has been visiting Baltic often over the past few years.”


  “Baltic… The adventurer’s town?”


  There were a few things that crossed Krone’s mind.


  Last year, when Ain was on his way back to the capital from Ist, Viscount Sage attacked him with a Wyvern and a Kraken.


  The way he manipulated the monsters reminded many of the power of a certain race ── the Red Fox.


  Everyone knows that the Red Fox was a close associate of the Demon Lord, and now, with the information that Viscount Sage has been visiting Baltic, they can be certain of one thing.


  The former territory of the Demon Lord exists near the adventurer’s town of Baltic.


  “I wonder if the mastermind behind the kidnappers who used Viscount Sage as a pawn is the Red Fox?”


  “I thought that might be the case. Aside from me, Katima-sama also made the same prediction.”


  After sharing their thoughts with each other, Warren spoke up with a new piece of information.


  “Let’s get down to business. There is something I need to tell you about Ain-sama’s future plans.”


  “Yes, please.”


  “Ain-sama will be going to Baltic on official business. For the past few years, no member of the royal family has been able to visit Baltic…”


  Krone closed his eyes when she heard those words.


  Showing up in the big city is indeed an important official business, and there are probably a few other tasks as well. But this must not be the only thing Warren was thinking about.


  She immediately opened her mouth, sensing the situation hiding behind it.


  “Another important thing is that Ain’s body can also be examined, right?”


  “Yes, we will rely on the wisdom of the adventurer’s Professor Oz was talking about. This time, Lloyd-dono will accompany Ain-sama to the Baltic and go to the former Demon Lord’s territory separately from Ain-sama. It’s a good place to look for information on the Red Fox, and it’s also a good place to look for old wisdom about monsterization…”


  “…I don’t want anything to happen to Ain that can’t be undone.”


  She said this and then looked down with anxiety. She was afraid that time would pass unnecessarily and that Ain’s monsterization would worsen.


  “It’s okay. We’ll do everything we can before anything serious happens to Ain-sama.”


  Warren said softly with a good-natured smile.


  “In the past, during the investigation of the former Demon Lord’s territory, research on magic, magic stones, and many other unknown technologies were unearthed in the form of books. Let’s hope that we can find new information this time as well.”


  He continued with the word “However.”


  “The area around the former Demon Lord’s territory is overrun with monsters. In addition to bringing Lloyd, several royal knights, as well as many magic weapons, will be carried along.”


  “Fufu, the very best of the forces are all assembled.”


  No matter how much of an adventurer’s town it is, no matter how much of a Demon Lord’s territory is nearby and how many powerful monsters are roaming around, if there is this much war potential, it will be fine.


  When she heard that Prime Minister Warren was serious, she felt relieved and patted her chest.


  “By the way, Warren-sama, may I ask you a question?”


  “You can ask me anything.”


  “I’d like to ask you about the Red Fox ornament that Ain obtained when he went to Euro. If this is the case, perhaps we should look into the continent over there.”


  “Don’t worry. My subordinates have visited many cities such as Heim, Rockdam, and Birdland. Especially in Heim, where Lili is hiding out.”


  The name “Lili” was familiar to Krone.


  She is the most talented of the covert operatives and is trusted by Warren.


  “Something fishy has been going on. We will be looking further into the matter of the Red Fox.”


  At these words, Krone nodded quietly. The most important thing was Ain’s body, but she also prayed in her heart that the existence of the Red Fox would not become a big problem.


   


  Chapter 2 – Social Studies Field Trip


  In the basement of the castle, Katima opened her mouth with a big smile on her face.


  “Thank you-nya! Ain is the best nephew I’ve ever had-nya!”


  “Haha. No problem, take your time then!”


  After completing the primary mission of the day, Ain left the lab with a happy expression on his face. Now that the biggest threat was gone, he had the smile of a victor on his face.


  “There should be nothing more to fear now… Yeah.”


  The sound of walking up the stairs echoed around him. The kicking sound of his boots on the ground was like a victory march now. The schoolbag in his hand was also shaking as if to express his excitement.


  Now, he had done what he had to do. He ran up the stairs to the ground floor and called out her name.


  “Krone! Where’s Krone!”


  Shortly after Ain’s call, a reply came from behind a pillar.


  “Yes, yes, Krone is here.”


  Recently, it had become much warmer as spring was coming to an end.


  Today, Krone is dressed in a light blue sleeveless shirt that is close to her hair color. She wore a white knee-length skirt underneath, and her neat and elegant appearance naturally attracted Ain’s gaze as always.


  “The mission was a success. It’s perfect.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. So what did you do with Katima-sama?”


  “I gave her some dry food that she likes. I brought her a whole box of them, so they’ll last her a few hours.”


  He had used the bait to keep Katima, his own aunt and the first princess, contained. To Ain, who chose that method without hesitation, Krone let out a sigh of exasperation.


  “If Katima-sama is happy, then I guess it’s… okay.”


  They naturally stopped in front of the door to the outside.


  “I’m going to go now.”


  “Have a good day. Be careful.”


  “I’ll be fine. I’ll see you later!”


  As soon as he opened the door, Dill, who had been waiting for him, approached Ain.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  About an hour later, Ain was walking outside the White Rose station with three of his classmates and Dill.


  “Now, I’ll explain the instructions right away.”


  Dill said, straightening up his posture.


  “But you must not go anywhere other than where I lead you. …As long as you follow this, you won’t have a big problem. Next, don’t touch anything that is placed there. Today we will be visiting a training center, so there are some areas that may be a bit dangerous. Therefore, for your own safety, please observe these rules.”


  The three of them, except for Ain, nodded in return.


  “One last thing. I know that everyone has always been very kind to Ain-sama. However, there are many people in the castle who are strict about etiquette. In the castle, please refer to him as Your Highness.”


  It was different from Warren and Dill calling him Ain-sama. From the perspective of the civil servants and knights in the castle, it is no wonder that some of them complain about calling Ain by his first name.


  “Of course, Guard Dill. I’ll make sure that Batz is properly secured as well.”


  “Huh… Hey, Leonard! Even I know my place!”


  Dill must have enjoyed watching them interact. In the past, Lloyd had called Dill a stiff man, but now he smiles with a cheerfulness befitting his age.


  “The lodging room and facilities are next to the gate. We’re going to take a look at those details as well. Next, we will see the training center and the adjacent armory. Finally, we’ll have lunch in the dining hall.”


  The expressions on the three of them showed that they were looking forward to it. Ain was unhappy with the idea of a home visit, but looking at the faces of the three of them, he didn’t feel so bad.


   


  ──In front of the castle gate, Roland looked up at the castle and said,


  “It’s really big…”


  The only reason he said ‘really big’ was because he was genuinely surprised and couldn’t find the words. He looked up blankly, tracking the height of the walls with his eyes.


  “Please follow me as I go inside.”


  It was a familiar place for Ain but not for the other three.


  This was the first time for Roland in particular. Unlike Leonard and Batz, who were noblemen, he was a commoner and would not normally have the opportunity to set foot in the castle.


  There were magnificent gardens and waterways spreading out inside the castle gates, and everywhere they looked there were huge buildings. The three of them were simply overwhelmed by the sight that they had never had a chance to look at closely.


  Dill’s walking speed was a little slower than usual.


  “Is it possible that you’re paying attention to us?”


  “Well, may I ask what you mean?”


  He replied to his lord’s voice in a calm voice, but the corners of his mouth were gently rising, as Ain had imagined.


  “Well, I guess I should keep this to myself, but thanks for taking care of everyone.”


  No words of affirmation came back. But the corners of Dill’s mouth lifted even higher.


  “Everyone. What you see in front of you is the entrance to the knight training center.”


  The heat in the air seemed to be palpable. Listening closely, they could hear the sound of swords clashing and the shouts of knights.


  The three men walking behind Dill, especially Batz, were thrilled.


  “‘Ain-sama, I have instructed them to continue their training today without regard for Ain-sama. Please excuse them.”


  “I don’t mind at all. That’s usually fine during training, though.”


  “No. It’s only for today.”


  As soon as Dill stopped in front of the training center and opened the door, the three of them were pressured by the heat inside.


  “Zeaaaaaaa!”


  “Fuh!”


  “Uoooooo──!”


  The knights’ spirit echoed through the room.


  “A-amazing…”


  “Yeah… As expected of the knights who guard the castle.”


  “…..”


  Only one of them, Roland, stopped in surprise, opening his mouth.


  “Roland! Roland! Geez… Or rather, Batz, you’re used to seeing knights, and you’re so surprised?”


  “Leonard, don’t be silly. Royal knights are the top knights in Ishtalika, you know.”


  That’s true.


  But.


  “Um, Batz?”


  “W-what is it, Ai… no, Your Highness?”


  “No, I mean, what do you mean?”


  Dill comes up to Ain, who is having a hard time saying it.


  “…Batz-dono, this is not the training scene of the royal knights. This is a normal knight’s training, and the training for the royal knights will be after this.”


  When Batz heard this, he was struck by the biggest shock of the day. Batz is one of the best in the Royal Kingsland Academy, which means he is also one of the best in the academy district.


  He wasn’t conceited, but he was proud of his strength. But now, even he doesn’t know if he can beat the knights here.


  “The royal knights have a duty. Of course, you have to be prepared to give up your life for the royal family, but you also have to be the strongest of all knights.”


  So it can’t be compared to the current training.


  Dill implied, and Batz swallowed his saliva.


  “…Thank you. Now I know where I stand, thanks to that.”


  “It’s amazing to see such an auspicious Batz.”


  “Hey! Stop messing around, Leonard!”


  “Hahaha! By the way, Roland, I think you’d better shut your mouth.”


  “H-huh! Why are you talking like that?”


  “Good grief. You’ve been dazed since the beginning.”


  “…I think you’re right. I’m drooling a little…”


  The three of them then sat down on the benches that had been provided and stared at the training scene.


  How long had they been watching the training?


  They found that the knight who had finished the mock battle had disappeared.


  They looked around at the large, empty training grounds, which had changed from when they had first arrived, and wondered if it was time for the next stop. It wasn’t long before the three of them were anticipating the next stop.


  “Batz-dono.”


  Suddenly, Dill opened his mouth.


  “Eh, y-yes!”


  “From now on, this will be the scene that Batz-dono wanted to see.”


  “The scene I’ve been waiting to see…?”


  There was no reply to the puzzled Bats, but instead, the door of the training center was opened.


  ───Nice to see you.


  ───Your Highness.


  ───Welcome to our training center, everyone.


  Several knights who stepped into the room greeted Ain as they passed by. The way they behaved, or should one say the dignity they exuded, was like that of a nobleman.


  Then Leonard said in a voice of admiration.


  “It seems that they are the royal knights.”


  “Yes. Their strength is proportional to their dignity.”


  “Do they have any training that differs from ordinary knights?”


  “Naturally, the training to improve as a knight is extremely intense. In addition, they are trained in manners that are no different from those of a nobleman’s daughter or son, and they are also taught how to brew tea instead of just serving it.”


  A royal knight is to serve the royalty. They are trained to be able to stand by the royal family at all times.


  “You will soon be able to see more than just the elegance of a knight in shining armor.”


  It wasn’t long after Dill’s words.


  As soon as the training of the royal knights began, the air they wore changed dramatically.


  The moment they pulled out their swords, a strong air of dominance that pierced their skin drifted through the training center. The sound of the swordfight is also different from before; it echoes strongly and shakes the air.


  …The royal knights are really strong.


  Suddenly, Leonard looked at Ain sitting next to him and was surprised to see that Ain was looking unconcernedly.


  Ain looked at the training familiarly, and he also had the air of a strong man.


  “Hey, Batz, how long can you withstand this?”


  “What? What do you mean, withstand?”


  “As I said… How long you can fight against these knights?”


  Batz snorted as if he were making a fool of himself.


  “I can’t even stand it for ten seconds. That’s about it. As expected of the royal knights, they are very good. Their swordsmanship, footwork, and center of gravity… are all things that I can’t compete with.”


  Batz, who had always been fascinated by the royal knights, was staring at the training with shining eyes.


   


  

  


   


  After the tour, the group was having lunch in the dining hall. As the hungry Ain left his seat for a refill, Leonard opened his mouth.


  “I was surprised by the training earlier.”


  “Yes. I’m still amazed at the environment Ain is in.”


  “Err, what about you two? I was hoping you could tell me something I could understand.”


  Batz answered Roland’s question.


  “We were surprised to see the training of the royal knights, but Ain did not raise an eyebrow. That means he’s used to seeing that.”


  “He must have been exposed to that environment since he was a child.”


  “From the looks of it, I’d say so. It makes our school seem like a lukewarm place.”


  “Oh… that’s true. That’s probably why Ain-kun is so strong.”


  Roland remembered how Ain had protected him from the vampire on the day of the academy district competition.


  The three of them had all caught a glimpse of Ain’s efforts that were unknown to them. The thought that Ain was going to grow a lot in the future inspired them to keep working hard so as not to be left behind.


  When the conversation was over, Ain came back in a good mood.


  “Huh? Were you talking about something?”


  “A lot of things. Why does Ain look so happy?”


  “Because I liked the food today.”


  It’s obvious, isn’t it? Ain said with a puzzled look.


  At the unexpected words from the person they admired, the three of them lost their strength, and their expressions broke down. This is just like Ain, they thought.


  Ain sat back in his chair and looked at the three smiling faces curiously.


   


  Then Martha, dressed in her servant’s uniform, walked over.


  “Ain-sama, excuse me for interrupting your meal.”


  “Hmm? Why are you here?”


  “I’m sorry to bother you, but… it’s the time for your afternoon appointment.”


  Although he thought he had come to the dining hall earlier than planned, he seemed to have taken his time too much. He looked at his watch and saw that it was already past noon.


  “Oh? Is there something you need to do?”


  “A little. I’ve got some decisions to make.”


  “Then, you will go, Your Highness?”


  “I’m sorry, but yeah.”


  It’s regrettable, but it seems that he’s supposed to discuss the matter of Baltic.


  Ain finished his lunch, which he had just refilled, with gusto and without even tasting it. He felt a little regret that he should have checked the time carefully.


  “Well then, Ain-ku ── No, Your Highness! See you at the school!”


  In response to Roland, who waved cheerfully, Ain took Martha and left the dining room.


  “Lady Krone is waiting for you in her office; I will show you the way.”


  “Hmm, okay.”


  Soon after they started walking, a little girl came from the front carrying a basket of vegetables.


  “Huh?”


  The girl had a better complexion than before, and her servant clothes made her look different.


  But Ain knew her well.


  “Ah! Your Highness! Hello!”


  “Hello, Mei.”


  She was Mei, the orphaned girl he had rescued at Ist six months ago. Her carefree smile and cheerful greeting naturally made Ain’s cheeks relax.


  “What are you doing here, Mei?”


  “Me? I’m doing… hmm…”


  Seeing Mei’s troubled look, Martha offered a helping hand.


  “I’ve had Mei working in the dining hall lately. I have been entrusted to take care of her, so I thought I’d give her a chance to experience as much as I did when I was younger.”


  “I see. Gifted education.”


  “Ara ara… what a waste of words.”


  “Well, Your Highness! I’m going to the dining hall now!”


  “Yes, have a good day.”


  As she walked away, Mei’s backward figure was full of vigor and confidence.


  “I’m teaching her the same thing I was taught. No matter what time or place it is, a servant should always be graceful. Well, in Mei’s case, she’s just learning the job.”


  “Martha-san’s master seems to be amazing, huh?”


  “She’s indeed an amazing person. Even now, she is in charge of all the servants in the castle.”


  She smiled and said.


  “I’ve never told you this, but my master is Beria-sama. She’s the one who has been the head servant for many years and is the personal servant of Queen Laralua.”


  “The old hag? I see… that’s why Martha-san is also amazing.”


  The servant, Beria, whom Ain calls her old hag, doesn’t take care of anyone but Laralua.


  That’s why, when in the castle, she’s rarely seen, and when she is, it’s usually only in places where Laralua is present. And she is capable of being the head servant in a castle where there are only competent servants.


  It is natural for tea to taste different depending on who makes it.


  Beria brews a tea that Martha could not beat even if she stood on her own head. She was also an extraordinary servant who could do what Laralua wanted without her having to say it out loud.


  “She’s a great person, as you say, but she’s also a bit of a mystery. It’s only between you and me, but I heard that she used to be in a relationship with Warren-sama.”


  “…Eh?”


  “Please, keep this between us.”


  Ain nodded back without saying it out loud and just opened his mouth in surprise.


  He wanted to ask for more details. But, not wanting to ask too rudely, he managed to swallow his interest.


  “I’m satisfied with the fact that Mei seemed to be enjoying her work. So, I’ll pretend I didn’t hear what you just said.”


  By the way, Mei’s sister, Vara, is engaged in a different kind of work.


  The place of work is a healing center set up near the knight training center. It’s not that she can handle healing magic, but she said that she was suited to work in a healing center, perhaps because of her personality.


   


  As they were enjoying their conversation, they came to the entrance of the castle.


  The knight opened the door, and Ain stepped in, where Krone met him. She seemed to be on her way out of the castle and almost bumped into Ain, bringing the distance between them closer.


  She had a thin bundle of paper on her chest and was about to fall, but Ain supported her.


  “M-my apologies…”


  “It’s okay. But weren’t you in the office?”


  “I heard that Warren-sama had prepared a conference room. That’s why I was going to go get Ain… but it was good to meet you now.”


  Martha left the place at the same time that an intimate atmosphere began to flow between them. She bowed her head and said, “Excuse me,” so as not to disturb them.


  “Shall we go then?”


  With that, standing next to each other, Krone walks shoulder to shoulder with Ain. The distance between them is so close that the backs of their hands occasionally rub against each other, and before they know it, Ain’s hand is on Krone’s waist as they ascend the stairs.


  For the people in the castle, it was a pleasure to watch the distance between them grow closer every day.


  “Did you have fun this morning?”


  “…It wasn’t fresh, but it’s fun with friends, isn’t it?”


  “Fufu. You didn’t have to tell me; I could see it in your face.”


  Her thin fingers brushed against Ain’s cheek.


   


  They continued to talk about things that had nothing to do with their plans for the rest of the day, climbed a few stairs, and walked through the castle for a few minutes. The castle was really big, but the two of them were used to it by now.


  “It looks like this is the place.”


  They stopped in front of a room, and Krone knocked on the door.


  “Yes, come in.”


  The old, calm voice answered and opened the door.


  “Welcome, both of you. Ain-sama, I see you’ve been enjoying yourselves this morning.”


  “…I’ll leave that to your imagination.”


  “Fufu… Indeed. That’s excellent.”


  “Well then, let’s get started.”


  Without any further ado, Ain started the discussion.


  Warren handed some documents to Ain as they sat down on the sofa. When Ain started looking through them, he began to explain.


  “As I mentioned earlier, today’s agenda is about your official business to Baltic.”


  “You’re talking about me going on an inspection, right?”


  “Yes. I’m going to tell you some of the details of your schedule today──”


  Warren told him about the official business. It was clear that although there were several tasks, the content was not difficult and that there was a strong aspect of the inspection.


  “I understood a lot. By the way, Krone is going to the Baltic too, isn’t she?”


  “Yes. Because she’s your assistant.”


  She wanted to go on a trip with him, so that’s why she took the position.


  “And Dill and Chris-san?”


  “No, Chris-dono is not coming.”


  “Huh? Did she have something to do?”


  Warren smiled and answered.


  “She’s a marshal, so it would be a problem for Chris-dono to leave when Lloyd-dono leaves the capital too…”


  “Oh, I see. That’s true if you say so.”


  “I’m sorry to say this, but Lloyd-dono was very enthusiastic. He was determined to protect Ain-sama even if it cost him his life.”


  “That’s encouraging. By the way, what did Chris-san say?”


  “──Actually, I haven’t told her yet.”


  “Eh?”


  Next to Ain, Krone sensed Chris’s state of mind.


  “Maybe it would be better if Ain told her about this.”


  “I agree with Krone-dono. Chris-dono will probably be depressed when she hears that she’s going to be staying…”


  Chris must have known that Ain was going to the Baltic.


  She was sure that she would be going with him, but… she would be shocked to hear that she was going to be staying. Ain can easily imagine how shocked she would be. About a year ago, on the way back from Ist, they promised to travel together again, and now this.


  “Well, I guess you’ll have to tell Chris-dono about it, Ain-sama.”


  “You pushed it on me out of the blue, didn’t you?”


  “I don’t know what you mean. Next, I’d like to explain the number of people going to the Baltic.”


  “…All right.”


  Alright, I’ll tell her myself, Ain said.


  Having decided that, Ain listened to Warren’s words.


  “We’ll have a little over a hundred people in total this time.”


  “That’s a lot of people.”


  “I hope you can understand the danger involved. And Krone-dono.”


  “Yes.”


  “As Ain-sama’s personal assistant, you will be entrusted with taking care of him. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, everything will be taken care of.”


  There was something a little off about this. Will there be a servant with Ain?


  “Is there any reason not to bring a servant with us?”


  “No, the servants will come with you. The only thing is that Ain-sama will be taken care of by Krone-dono.”


  “I see… I don’t know if I get it or not.”


  For now, he closed his eyes and rechecked the flow of the conversation so far. Ain sorted out a few things that popped into his mind and nodded his head in agreement.


  He knew that Krone would take care of his personal needs and that he was going with a very large group.


  He also had to tell Chris that she would be staying behind.


  Chris would probably stare at him with sad eyes, like a dog that had been left alone. He felt uncomfortable thinking about it.


  “──I’m thinking of having you leave next month.”


  “Then I’ll adjust Ain’s schedule accordingly.”


  “Thank you very much. …By the way, Ain-sama.”


  “Hmm? What?”


  “Baltic has a harsh climate, covered with snow more than half the year. The straight line distance is not much different than Ist, but due to the rugged mountain ranges and other terrains, even the royal water train takes longer than going to Ist. I don’t think I’ve ever asked you this before, but are you okay with the cold?”


  “Unfortunately, I’m better in warm weather.”


  Krone smiles at Ain, who shakes his head.


  “Then you should put on a lot of clothes so that you can sweat.”


  “…I have a different feeling about this.”


  “Fumu, it’s a good thing your assistant is competent.”


  “All joking aside. You mean I have to get new winter gear too?”


  “Indeed. It’s already snowing by the time Ain-sama gets to Baltic.”


  “Eh?”


  It’s too early.


  He knew that the land was covered with snow for half the year, but it was still summer when he went. It’s just before mid-summer, not even late summer.


  “There is no such thing as a sense of season.”


  It seems to be covered by a very special climate, but in a world where there is magic, is that too much to ask?


  “If you go to Baltic, you might as well enjoy its streets. That place is also known as the holy land of blacksmiths, so I’m sure Ain-sama will enjoy it.”


  It was information that strongly attracted him.


  “By the way, I had asked Professor Oz to accompany you. However, I am sorry to inform you that he is too busy to accompany you this time.”


  “Professor Oz must be busy, so I guess it can’t be helped.”


  It was not long before Ain was on his way to Baltic ── a place that was much harsher than he had imagined.


   


  Chapter 3 – Adventurer’s Town of Baltic


  It had been a little while since the day the plan to go to the adventurer’s town of Baltic was decided. Ain leaned back against the window sill of his private room, his eyes and ears focused on the scene below.


  “Crown Prince’s Assistant. This is the end of the loading process. Please take a look.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  The preparations for the journey to the Baltic were being made in the castle grounds. This included medicines, clothing, emergency rations, and beverages, all of which were being checked in detail without exception.


  Many servants and knights were also involved in the work, which was led by Krone.


  She has been devoting herself to that task for the past few days.


  It was only a few days ago now that she had refused to let Ain help her. So now Ain had one more very important job to do, and that was to watch over Krone’s work from his private room.


  “Well,” he said, turning his attention to the floor in the corner of the room.


  “Um, Chris-san? I’m really sorry… I hope you’ll be in a better mood after I apologize…”


  Even though it was the crown prince’s room, Chris’s figure was in the corner.


  Christina Wernstein, the marshal of the Knights of Ishtalika, had been exposed in a very precious, tormented state.
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  “Don’t worry about it. I will be staying at home.”


  “No, it’s… not that I mind, it’s just that…”


  “I’m the only one… who’s left behind…”


  When looking at Chris right now, even the dog that is being left at home must look happy. There was no sign of life in her sad face, and she didn’t seem to be moving at all, like a clock with broken gears.


  Ain moved away from the window frame and approached Chris, who was sitting on the floor hugging her knees.


  “Chris-san…?”


  When Ain’s finger poked the hand holding her knee, it caught her off guard, and she grabbed it.


  Eh? Ain said. In the end, Chris’s hand grasped Ain’s finger as if it were a treasure, and Ain tried to release it as quickly as he could, but it showed no sign of being released.


  “Ugh… why is my heart so…”


  The murmur didn’t reach Ain and dissipated into the clouds.


  Chris then pondered in her mind.


  (Why does my heart hurt so much?)


  She had a position, and there was no way she could always be by Ain’s side all the time. She should have known that, but she couldn’t shake the inexplicable pain.


  “…Mmm.”


  She suddenly raised her head and looked at Ain. She stared at him with a puzzled expression on her face, her lips agape.


  “It’s terrible… You should have told me earlier anyway.”


  “Ugh… When you say it like that, I can’t say anything back, but… But, you know, if Chris-san isn’t in the capital, the knights will be in trouble, and the people of the capital will also be in trouble.”


  Chris’s lips tightened as she heard those words. Her eyes, which had tears in them, and her cheeks, which were red from the shock, made her beauty look even more dainty.


  “…It’s true. But…”


  “I was also looking forward to going on the investigation with you, Chris-san. That’s why… I feel sorry for you too.”


  There was no lie in these words.


  Being with her made him feel at ease, but more than anything, he enjoyed it. So, to tell the truth, Ain was also hoping that Chris would come.


  “──That’s not fair. I can’t believe you said that.”


  She wiped away her tears and tapped her cheek lightly.


  “I understand. I’ll stay home this time.”


  She still couldn’t sort out her feelings. But even so, she had to give up.


  So she resolutely decided to stay at home.


  “Yeah… I’ll buy lots of souvenirs, so please wait for me. But Chris-san is protecting the royal capital, so everyone can feel safe.”


  Ain, smiling radiantly, stole Chris’s gaze.


  Chris had to admit one unquestionable fact.


  ──She loved his smile.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The day Ain left the royal capital.


  The crowd at the White Rose Station was unbelievable. The temperature in Ishtalika, which was approaching summer, was suitably hot, but the enthusiasm of the people who had gathered there was even higher.


  Ain was seen off by Chris, Olivia, Warren, and the others in a horse-drawn carriage to the station. When he came to the platform of the royal water train, he waved and smiled at the people and then finally stepped into the train.


  He was greeted by Krone, who had arrived earlier and was waiting for him.


  “Fufu, thank you for your hard work. Your Royal Highness, the Crown Prince.”


  She wiped the sweat from Ain’s forehead with a handkerchief and gave him a big smile.


  “Thank you. Where are Lloyd-san and Dill?”


  “They’re in the front carriage. This time, we have divided the knights in the front and rear to guard.”


  “Hmm? That means it’s just you and I in this train carriage?”


  “It’s just Ain and me. Do we need anyone else?”


  “…No, I think I’ll be fine with Krone.”


  She is a capable assistant, yes, a capable assistant.


  He needs to be aware of the fact that she is his assistant. If not, Ain would be strangely nervous.


  “I’ll get you something. Would you like something hot or cold?”


  “Cold tea would be nice.”


  “Yes. Let’s go inside.”


  While he thought that she was indeed a capable assistant… he had a realization.


  Ain wasn’t the only one who was overwhelmed by the summer heat.


  (…Let’s pretend I didn’t notice.)


  Krone always wears a jacket over her thin clothes.


  However, whether it’s because Ain is the only one here or because she intentionally doesn’t wear a jacket. Ain had no idea which it was, but the thin blouse she wore showed her underwear line from behind.


  “Well, of course, I have to remove my gaze from her.”


  That’s what gentleness is all about. It must be an important way of thinking for the crown prince, he said triumphantly to the void.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “No, nothing. I’m just thirsty.”


  “What is it? You’re so weird, Ain.”


  He managed to cover it up. He patted his chest and clenched his fists. After calming down a bit, he followed Krone to the lounge.


   


  ───Several hours had passed since they left the royal capital.


  Although they are not even halfway through the journey, the scenery around them is changing dramatically. Large rocky mountains surrounded the area, and in the distance, there was a large bird with four wings flying over the mountains.


  Unlike the road to Ist, there was only scenery that Ain was not familiar with.


  He was enjoying the scenery when Krone said.


  “It looks like fun, but don’t get too crazy in Baltic, okay?”


  “I know, I know. I already feel more nervous than ever.”


  “Geez… I wonder if that’s true.”


  “I’m not such a child.”


  “No. If you were just a child, I could make you do anything I wanted.”


  He couldn’t argue with the painful point.


  In the recent past, he had been involved in a break-in at the Tower of Wisdom. And in the past, he ran out of the castle to defeat the Sea Dragon, and because of what he has done in the past, he cannot be trusted.


  “But…”


  Krone said helplessly.


  “The old Demon Lord’s territory is the place where His Majesty the First went on his expedition. I wonder if Ain would be excited to go to Baltic near that place, as he admired the first king.”


  “T-that’s right. It can’t be helped!”


  Like a fish that has gained water, Ain regains his vitality.


  “But I’m also interested in the former Demon Lord’s territory, where the secret of the founding of the country is said to be located.”


  “Founding?”


  “It’s a story that divides opinion among historical researchers. There is a disagreement among historians as to whether the founding of Ishtalika took place after the defeat of the Demon Lord or before──”


  “I was rather surprised that Krone knew so much about it.”


  “When I became Ain’s assistant, I had to do these assignments, you know?”


  That’s why she got a perfect score on the exam. The shocking story reaffirmed Krone’s competence.


  “It is said that the clues to the answer still remain in the former Demon Lord’s territory. This is one of the reasons why there have been so many investigations to this day.”


  The first time he heard this story, it made Ain ponder for a long time.


  (Did the crisis of the Demon Lord occur after the founding of Ishtalika? Or was it founded as a unified nation after the Demon Lord’s territory was conquered?)


  As he looked at the changing mountains, he tried to make his own observations. But he couldn’t come up with an answer. It’s a question that has been debated among researchers for a long time, so there’s no way he can find an answer right away.


  “I hope we’ll find the answer someday.”


  “Yes, I hope so. …But there’s one thing that’s bothering me.”


  “Eh, what’s that?”


  “I’ll tell you. Do you remember the term “royal family gacha”?


  “Of course. It’s a term that our royal ancestors used to call it.”


  To add to that, the royal family of Ishtalika has been intermingled with many races. So even if the parents are human, sometimes their child will turn into another race.


  “But what does that matter?”


  “I don’t know right now, but a different race in the Demon Lord’s territory intermingled with the royal family. It might have happened, you know?”


  “…I’m afraid to say that there is no such thing.”


  After all, the line between a different race and a monster is only based on what the state decides. Both different races and monsters have two important organs in their body, the magic stone and the core.


  They are able to talk to people and do not cause damage. As a result, there are many races that have been determined to be different races, even to this day.


  “What was the race of His Majesty the first’s wife?”


  “I believe it was… named by His Majesty the First, the Pixies.”


  It’s a cute, fairy-like race that is said to have characteristics similar to elves and dryads. Unfortunately, there are few of them today, and it is rumored that they may be extinct.


  (I wonder what kind of race my children will become?)


  Ain will eventually take a wife. This is a fixed fact, but if that happens, the next thing he’ll think about is the royal family gacha; what kind of race will be born?


  He naturally looked at Krone in front of him.


  “E-err… what’s wrong? Suddenly look at me silently and…”


  “I’m sorry. I’ve been thinking a lot about the future.”


  “It’s weird. Your Royal Highness the crown prince must have lost it in the summer heat.”


  The heat did not defeat him, but he would not say that.


  For now, he will let her smile soothe him.


   


  

  


   


  It was about half a day’s journey from the royal capital. Ain had traveled a long distance north, seeing new sights as he went. Although he had heard that the land was very cold, he had already had a chance to see snow a few hours ago, which surprised Ain.


  The moonlight now illuminated the mountains that had been shining in the setting sun.


  Just as they were about to arrive at the Baltic station, the train shook violently.


  “──A-Ain.”


  “Don’t worry. It’ll stop soon.”


  He grabbed Krone’s hand and gave her a sense of security.


  The shaking continued for ten or twenty seconds, and during this time, the royal water train also stopped. Soon they heard a knock on the door, and Ain left Krone’s side for a moment.


  When he opened the door, he was met by Dill.


  “Please excuse me. I was told that there was a sudden earthquake and that the train had stopped.”


  “I know. Do you think it will be moving soon?”


  “I’m told they’re just doing a quick check to make sure.”


  Soon enough, the sound of the reactor restarting could be heard.


  “It seems to be okay.”


  “Yes, it seems fine. Then I’ll be going now. I will come back if there is anything else.”


  As soon as he saw Dill go, Ain returned to Krone’s side.


  After that, there was not a single shake again. From the window of the water train on the way to the Baltic, the night view was the same as before. The quiet night scenery, as if nothing had happened, made the shock of what had just happened immediately forgotten.


   


  After another few moments, the water train finally arrived at Baltic. Ain’s lungs were filled with the cool but fresh air as he opened the window.


  “The time is… yeah. It looks like we managed to get here before the sun changed.”


  Unlike normal trains, the royal train doesn’t go according to a set time. This is because they repeatedly accelerate and decelerate while monitoring the situation on the road. And there was an earthquake today.


  Ain and Krone, carrying light luggage, stood at the entrance of the train. Already feeling the coldness of the snow from here, Ain shivered involuntarily.


  “Eh, it’s so cold! Are we really on the same continent?”


  “It’s the same continent. Now come here. You need to keep your neck warm as well.”


  Krone put a long, wooly, comfortable scarf around Ain’s neck.


  The difference in height between the two of them had narrowed considerably. They are almost the same height now, and by the end of the year, Ain will surpass her.


  Ain realized that he has grown up a lot.


  “Thanks.”


  Ain thanked her and exited the train. He looked at the scenery of the station, which he had never seen before, and tried to touch the outside of the train.


  It was as if he had touched the ice, and the coldness stung his skin.


  “It’s cold! It’s so cold!”


  “Why did you touch it…? Come on, give me your hand.”


  He held out his hand as he was told, and Krone wrapped her hand around Ain’s.


  “…I think I’m the first crown prince ever to make an assistant do this?”


  “Oh, Your Highness, were you aware of that?”


  “…I’m sorry.”


  He can only be grateful to Krone for taking care of his fingers despite her complaints.


  Is it because he has a dirty mind that her appearance of rubbing his fingers is somewhat suggestive? …Ain felt sorry for something.


  “Yes, that’s it. …What’s wrong with your face? Are you embarrassed?”


  “Let’s just say it’s the cold that’s making me red.”


  “Fufu… Understood. Your Highness.”


  As it is, it looks like they’re just here to flirt.


  …Thankfully, Dill and the others were in a different train carriage.


  “Let’s go then. It’s our first time in the Baltic.”


  He cleared his throat lightly and regained his composure.


  This is how Ain took his first steps into the adventurer’s town of Baltic.


   


  Baltic is a city surrounded by high walls.


  The water train went under the outer wall and entered the city, stopping at a station in the middle of the wall. Ain accompanied Krone into the station and then met up with Dill and Lloyd.


  Then Dill exhaled a white breath and said,


  “There was an earthquake, but I’m glad we arrived safely. Now, let’s see…”


  Dill glanced at Lloyd, who was standing next to him. He seemed to be about to say something, but the words didn’t come out.


  But Lloyd immediately understood his intentions.


  “When it comes to addressing me now, Lloyd-sama is more appropriate. In the past, it would have been His Excellency the Marshal.”


  “Lloyd-san. Since it’s just Krone and me, let’s all talk as usual.”


  “…So that’s it, Dill. It’s because of your inadequacy that His Highness took care of you, and you should be grateful.”


  As they were talking, they left the station.


  The scene outside is completely different from the royal capital, the port city of Magna, or the magic city of Ist.


  Snow covered the entire city, and the lights of the houses reflected in the falling snow.


  Ain turned his attention to the town.


  He was surprised by the solid look of the outer walls that surrounded it and was distracted by the heavy iron gates. When he turned his attention to the town, he was struck by the unique buildings.


  “It’s an interesting town, isn’t it, Baltic?”


  In front of the buildings, there were signs made of what looked like monster bones.


  The snow was falling, but the cold didn’t seem to bother the blacksmiths who were vigorously hammering iron in their stores.


  In the orange-lit restaurant, adventurers were slurping down drinks and laughing, and their conversations as they walked toward the gate were filled with the tension of the night’s hunt.


  “It’s really a town of adventurers.”


  “Umu, it must be quite exciting here! Now, Ain-sama, I’d like to share a bit of trivia with you. Look over there.”


  Lloyd pointed to the bones displayed in the large restaurant.


  “Those are the bones of a monster, but they’re actually the rating of the restaurant itself.”


  “….Bones are the restaurant’s rating?”


  “The bones are expensive. The bigger the bone, the greater the strength of the monster that owned it. This is why only powerful adventurers can hunt them… In other words, the price of the material itself is also high.”


  “I see; that’s typical of this town. But how did it end up with bones?”


  “Hahahaha! There’s a reason for that, too! I think you will see it soon!”


  Ain didn’t know what that meant. It was rather pretentious, but it was swept away by a hearty laugh.


  Ain exhaled, and then Krone asked Lloyd.


  “By the way, Lloyd-sama, do you think Ain is not very welcome here?”


  “Hmm? What makes you think that?”


  “Because none of the Baltic people have reacted to Ain.”


  “To sum it up, it’s not that he is not welcomed. In fact, the adventurers have a high opinion of Ain-sama. After all, he single-handedly defeated a Sea Dragon.”


  If that’s the case, then why?


  “The reason is simple. The information about Ain-sama’s arrival has probably been posted in the guild. But this is where the problem arises.”


  The other three listened to Lloyd. There was a certain tension in the air, but Lloyd’s words quickly erased it.


  “They don’t look at any communication from the country, no matter which guild it is! So that’s probably the reason for this too! Hahahahahaha!”


  Hearing the reason, the three of them lost their strength.


  Ain wondered whether it was okay to laugh off ignoring communications from the state. Even Ain, who would eventually succeed to the throne, naturally raised the corners of his mouth in an adventurer-like manner.


  “So now we’re almost at the point.”


  Lloyd told him to look over there, and Ain turned his attention to the destination.


  In the back of the forest, surrounded by trees, there was a small hill. The area’s topography was distorted as if it had been gouged out, but there was a huge skull sitting on the hill with a presence that overshadowed the distortion.


  “That monster, which suddenly appeared like a Sea Dragon, was defeated by His Majesty the First. The sharp fangs on the only remaining sturdy skull had slaughtered even a herd of Wyverns with a single bite. Its claws are said to have been strong enough to gouge the earth and collapse mountains. It is because of those bones that this town began to imitate His Majesty the First and display them.”


  The symbol of Ist was the Tower of Wisdom. The symbol of this Balto would be the bones of the monsters in their line of sight.


  The only remnant of the huge body is the skull, but it is as big as a ten-story building. The skull, similar to a human’s, had sharp fangs that showed the fierceness of the creature before it was born and a single horn that extended upward to pierce the sky.


  “What kind of monster was that…?”


  “It doesn’t exist anymore, but it’s a monster called an Ogre.”


  As the word suggests, it’s a demonic being.


  “You can see the streak of scarring on its skull. That’s the wound where the first king took its life.”


  “…Amazing.”


  He let out a sigh of honest admiration.


  “According to the records, it only took one blow to split the skull and break the magic stone.


  “──Oya? That sounds familiar.”


  “What’s up, Dill? What’s going on?”


  “N-no, I thought that there was one person in the current royal family who used a similar technique to defeat a powerful sea monster.”


  Suddenly, everyone’s eyes lit up. They all looked at Ain’s face at the same time.


  “It’s true. You fight like the first king.”


  “Um, Lloyd-san? I’ve got an illusory hand in my case, you know?”


  “Even so, yeah. According to folklore, the Ogre escaped from a certain monster and went down to the human village to attack the inhabitants. It’s not that the Sea Dragon escaped, but in terms of attacking people, it’s the same thing.”


  Although he was suddenly compared to the first king, Ain’s mood was not affected. He can’t help it because the comparison is to someone he admires.


  “You look happy, Ain.”


  When Krone pointed out his loose cheeks, he hurried to the inn to hide his embarrassment. But this turned out to be a good thing. As soon as the four of them entered the inn, the town of Baltic was covered by an intense snowstorm.


   


  


  

  


   


  Most of the rooms at the inn had been booked by Warren a while ago. Perhaps because of this, the only other guests were a couple of nobles.


  Lloyd had said that the inn was not much different from the royal capital, but this inn also had the characteristics of this town, such as pachyderms of monsters on display.


  In this unusual environment, Ain was immersed in the joy of just being at the inn.


  After finishing his bath, Ain was already on the balcony. The snowstorm had already stopped, and the sky was calm.


  “Oh… amazing.”


  Countless stars colored the night sky, and colorful auroras covered them. At first, it looked like a sunset, then it changed to fresh summer greenery, and in the blink of an eye, it changed to the blue of the sea reminiscent of the port city of Magna.


  “───You’ll catch a cold, you know.”


  Krone, also after a hot bath, stepped over. The firelight around her neck and collarbone was incendiary, and Ain hurriedly looked away.


  “Krone, come here too. It’s so beautiful.”


  “…Yes, yes.”


  Then she gazed up at the night sky, just as Ain had earlier. She looked up at the sky and let out a gasp as if in a state of debauchery.


  For Ain, who was watching next to her, the sight of Krone staring at the magical scene was as artistic as a scene in a snow globe.


  “The Demon Lord’s castle is located near this beautiful scenery. She never knows, does she?”


  “Oh, it could be the other way around, you know. Maybe it was the Demon Lord who lived here first, and she liked the view.”


  In other words, maybe the humans came later and settled here. When you think back to the picture of the Demon Lord, it seems reasonable. She had beautiful silver hair and a lovely figure. This snowy landscape would suit her.


  Suddenly, Krone’s body trembled a little.


  “Shall we go back inside?”


  Ain put his cloak on her and led her by the cold hand to go back inside. As soon as she stepped inside, she felt a warmth seep into her skin, and her body rejoiced.


  “Y-yes. Thank you…”


  She seemed a little startled by the sudden pull of her hand.


  She was seated on a pair of sofas and was miffed when she saw Ain heading towards the other side of it. When Ain sat down, she sat back down next to him.


  “Huh?”


  “It’s still cold, so I hope you don’t mind me doing this.”


  “I’d be glad to, but… no, it’s okay?”


  “Fufu, thank you.”


  Krone was in such a good mood; she could almost be heard humming.


  The two of them sat quietly for a few moments before Krone suddenly remembered.


  “Tomorrow, we have official business after lunch.”


  “Oh, the feudal lord is coming to greet us, right?”


  Then Krone nodded and put her hand on Ain’s.


  Perhaps unconsciously, she gazed into the void and played with Ain’s fingers. The person being played with is ticklish, but he can’t tell her to stop, and it’s not too bad either.


  “The person that would come to see you is the feudal lord of Baltic. His title is count.”


  “He’s coming to the inn, isn’t he?”


  “Yes. He wrote a letter saying he would be here around the time Ain finished his lunch.”


  Then Ain can sleep well. Even though they came by train, it’s a long journey. He wanted to avoid starting in the morning if possible.


  “As expected, if he had said… in the morning, I would not have allowed it.”


  She smiled and said, but she was probably serious. If he had come at an early hour, she would have surely turned him away.


  “But Ain could have an interesting conversation with Count Baltic. In his letter, he wrote that he heard that his brother, Kaizer, has been a great help to you at the school…”


  This is what it means to be unable to keep his mouth shut. Ain’s face suddenly became tinged with surprise.


  The exquisiteness of his face made Krone laugh, but it was no time to be concerned.


  “…You’re lying about that, aren’t you?”


  “What are you going to do if I lie about this… Geez.”


  “E-eh? Instructor Kaizer is from a Count family? Why would he be an adventurer…?”


  “Let’s just think about greeting the count tomorrow.”


  “I think I’ll do that. I’ll look forward to seeing what he’s like.”


  After enjoying the night view, the two of them went up to their room.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The next day at noon, Lloyd walked into Ain’s room.


  Dill was standing outside the room, guarding it, and said.


  “Did you sleep well last night?”


  “I slept fine. It was warm in the room, and the bed felt good.”


  “I’m glad to hear that.”


  Count Baltic should be here any minute. Ain looked at his watch and prepared himself for that.


  “Have you ever met Count Baltic before, Lloyd-san?”


  “A few times in the past. I’ve had the opportunity to speak with him at parties held at the castle.”


  “What is he like?”


  “A pleasant man. He values humanity and has a warm personality. He is also, unusually for a nobleman, a first-rate swordsman. I think he can at least take on a few royal knights.”


  “Heh… I’m looking forward to talking to him.”


  Just as he began to look forward to talking to him, there was a knock on the room’s door.


  “It seems he has arrived.”


  Lloyd went to the door, checked the outside, and gave Ain a look.


  Count Baltic was already outside. After a few moments of pause, the door was opened.


  “Excuse me.”


  The man who stepped in was a middle-aged man with a strong posture. He moved quite pleasantly, just as Lloyd had described.


  “Nice to meet you. My name is Raizel Baltic. I have been entrusted with the land of Baltic by His Majesty and have received the title of count.”


  After he finished, he bowed his head ninety degrees.


  His romance gray hair is neatly combed, and his gray beard is masculine.


  His nimble movements gave Ain the air of a trained soldier.


  “Ah, nice to meet you. I, too, am honored to meet the famous Count Baltic.”


  “Please, come before His Highness.”


  Count Baltic followed Krone’s voice and sat down on the seat in front of Ain.”


  Lloyd stood behind Ain.


  “It is a great honor for me to have you come to Baltic.”


  The Count of Baltic’s face was vaguely similar to Kaizer’s. The line of his nose and eyes are similar to Kaizer’s.


  “This is a good town. I like the atmosphere of this town.”


  Hearing this, Count Baltic was pleased and smiled.


  “There are a lot of roughnecks in this town, but I’m glad to hear you say so.”


  “I would like to enjoy the blacksmith shop before I leave. I hear there are many skilled blacksmiths here.”


  “That’s true. After all, it is a treasure trove of monsters and mineral resources. It’s called the holy land of blacksmithing because so many blacksmiths gather here.”


  “I’m looking forward to it. If you have any recommendations for blacksmiths, let me know later.”


  “I’ll prepare a letter of introduction to a blacksmith then. If you have it, you can enter the store right away.”


  A smile appeared on Ain’s face at the honest and grateful offer. But the word “letter of introduction” reminded him of one thing.


  “Speaking of which, Count Baltic. I remembered that I had received a letter of introduction from the count’s brother, Kaizer-dono, as well.”


  What he had received from Kaizer was a letter of introduction to the guild.


  Ain got the letter before he went to Ist, and it’s been a little over a year now. He was told that the letter of introduction would be useful to him because he was quite famous.


  “That guy gave you a letter of introduction…?”


  “What’s the matter, is there something strange?”


  “No, I just thought it was very unusual. However, a letter of introduction from Kaizer will help Your Highness with your investigation.”


  “Unusual…?”


  “Yes. Not only is it unusual, but it’s the first time I’ve heard of Kaizer writing a letter of introduction. After all, he is as eccentric as he looks.”


  In spite of his words, the count seemed to be enjoying himself as he talked about Kaizer.


  “I haven’t heard from him in a while, but I’m glad to hear he’s doing well.”


  “…I’m curious, why did Kaizer-dono leave the count’s house?”


  “It was for that man’s dream. My brother and I were born here in the Baltic. So, from an early age, we longed to be adventurers and frequented the guild. Of course, we didn’t take requests, but we just enjoyed the atmosphere.”


  “Oh.”


  “I was the eldest son, so I was considered a well-behaved child by our parents. But Kaizer wanted to be free. The rest is a simple story. He left the Baltic family forcefully, that’s all. I don’t have any personal disagreements with him.”


  “…I thought there was a bigger problem.”


  “I’m sorry for your concern. But… I believe that Kaizer was just born in the wrong house. He had his own dreams, and he wanted to fulfill them. That’s all there is to it… I’ve wasted too much time talking about it, haven’t I? I apologize.”


  “No, don’t worry about it. It was quite an interesting story, even for me.”


  “Thank you. By the way, Your Highness, I heard that you are planning to go to the former territory of the Demon Lord.”


  Count Baltic then reached into his pocket and pulled out a sealed envelope.


  “Please take this.”


  Lloyd took it and inspected the contents.


  “This is the recent route to the former Demon Lord’s territory. It’s a good source of information, including the recent climate.”


  “──That’s a great help! Thank you, Count Baltic.”


  “I’m glad you like it. But there is one more thing I must give you.”


  He said this and took out an envelope that Ain had seen before. On the front was the name of a person he knew well.


  “Professor Oz…!”


  “Actually, Oz-dono was in this town until a few days ago. It seems that he had come to investigate the surrounding area and was very disappointed that he had to leave before Your Highness. Please refer to the letter for details.”


  “Ah, yes. I’ll get right on it.”


  The letter began with an apology.


  He wanted to be a part of the investigation and help with his wisdom. The letter went on to say that he had to decline due to an unavoidable appointment that had been scheduled some time ago.


  He went on to write about the situation here in the Baltic.


  “Heh… The monsters in the vicinity are quiet this time of year?”


  “Yes. It’s only when it gets a little colder that they become active.”


  That’s why it says to Ain that it is recommended to visit the former Demon Lord’s territory.


  He said that with as many forces as he had heard about, he would definitely be able to travel there without any danger. With Ain’s quick wit and energy, he might be able to make some good discoveries. The letter ended with these words.


  When he told Lloyd the contents, he pondered…


  “I wonder if the monsters are really quiet this time of year.”


  “Lloyd-sama, is it safe for His Highness Ain ── to visit there?”


  “I think it’s fine if it’s just ordinary monsters. But in the past, we have observed the presence of some kind of powerful monster, so… it is difficult.”


  Ain thought inwardly about what he had just heard.


  (Is this about the identity of the mysterious monster that Chris-san mentioned before?)


  He recalled that it was more than a year ago.


  Before going to Ist, Ain and Chris went to Majolica’s store. At that time, she told him that there was a sign of an unidentifiable monster around the former Demon Lord’s territory. That’s why Chris had been against Ain going to the former Demon Lord’s territory.


  As Ain was being convinced in his mind, Count Baltic twisted his cheek and said,


  “Incidentally, at this time of year, it would take about four hours to get to the former Demon Lord’s territory on foot. And I don’t recommend heading to the former Demon Lord’s territory at this time.”


  “W-why is that?”


  Lloyd asked in response.


  Leaving this conversation to Lloyd, Ain just listened.


  “I’m not sure what the details are, but there have been reports of some unusual activity in the area since last night.”


  Ain and Lloyd looked at each other at the word unusual.


  “After last night’s earthquake, the monsters have been restless, as if they were running away from something.”


  “How are the adventurers doing? Are they being cautious about hunting?”


  “As you say, Lloyd-sama, all but the best adventurers seem to be out of town.”


  “Hou, that’s quite swift, isn’t it?”


  “There’s one thing, though, and it’s only a rumor…”


  “Let’s hear it.”


  “Some of the best adventurers have said that a monster from the founding era may have appeared.”


  Then Lloyd’s eyebrows lifted.


  Apparently, he had an idea and crossed his arms to think it out.


  “No, could it be… why now…? And Count Baltic, what do you think about it?”


  “I’m afraid I think the same thing as you do, Lloyd-sama.”


  “As I thought.”


  The only two people who don’t know are Ain and Krone. They exchanged glances, but they couldn’t find any answers.


  The only thing they could tell was that there was an unsettling atmosphere in the air.


  “If my concerns are correct, we must return to the capital as soon as possible… Or is that too risky? It’s also a problem for Ain-sama’s body… We can’t just leave so easily…”


  “Then ─ let’s take a short break.”


  “Mm, Krone-dono?”


  “I think you should inform His Highness the crown prince of the situation if it concerns the future plans.”


  Ain thanked her in his heart for giving him a helping hand at the best possible time.


  “A-ah. Krone-dono is right, I suppose.”


  “Then that is how it will be ── Count Baltic, with all due respect.”


  “I understand. I’m going to leave now, so please tell His Royal Highness the crown prince, Lloyd-sama.”


  “Yes, of course.”


  Count Baltic left his seat and immediately left the room.


  After confirming this, Ain opened his mouth.


  “Hey, what’s going on?”


  “I’ll explain it to you now. But please understand that depending on the situation, we may have to return to the capital.”


  “It depends. I want to know first.”


  “Yes ── as Count Baltic said, it is a monster from the founding era. If it really has appeared, it is no exaggeration to say that it is comparable to the Sea Dragon.”


  “…What do you mean?”


  “First of all, I would like to remind you of the Ogre that I told you about yesterday.”


  It’s not possible to forget yesterday and today, so Ain nodded right back.


  “And I told you the following. The Ogre that was defeated by His Majesty the First had escaped from a certain monster.”


  “What? That is!”


  “Yes. There’s a high possibility that it’s that monster that caused it.”


  It’s the kind of monster that would make a big ogre like that run away.


  Ain’s expression immediately changed.


  “The name that has been passed down to the present day is “Upashikamui.” Unfortunately, there is not much information about it, only that it has huge body parts and that it is a monster that emits cold air. Some say it’s a kind of dragon.”


  “How strong is it? Do you have any idea?”


  “Not for sure. But… it fought the first king and survived.”


   


  [T/n: According to mythology (kamui yukara) of the Ainu people, Upashikamui is the the god of snow.]


   


  Ain narrowed his eyes at the fact that it had fought a hero who had defeated a Demon Lord and survived.


  “Upashikamui was seriously wounded and fled from the presence of the first king with all its strength. The first king chased after it, but it escaped as if it were melting into the snow… In other words, it is a threat that Ain-sama should have returned to the royal capital.”


  “So, you’re saying I should stop my official duties and investigations and go back to the royal capital?”


  “Ha. That is definitely the correct decision. This is probably the unknown monster that has been observed in the past investigations.”


  Maybe we should do what Lloyd-san said, Ain thought.


  He crossed his arms and closed his eyes.


  “I guess I have no choice.”


  He felt the warmth of Krone’s hand on his arm, and the thought that he should abandon it ── this time came strongly to mind.


  But at the same time, he wondered if it was okay for him, who was called a hero, to leave.


  “Don’t think too hard, Ain-sama. You are the crown prince… You have a position.”


  “…I understand.”


  The legitimate heir to the throne should not have any mishaps, and if anything happens to him, Lloyd could be heavily punished.


  But he felt uncomfortable. The word “evacuate” turned into the word “flee,” making his heart ache.


  A moment later, Ain was about to open his mouth, unable to find any solid words. There was a small creaking sound, followed by a sudden tremor.


  The tremors came two or three times at random, accompanied by the earth-shaking. Suddenly, the door opened vigorously, and both Dill and Count Baltic stepped in.


  “‘Dill! You’re being rude in front of Ain-sama!”


  “I apologize, but this is an emergency! Count, over there!”


  “Yes!”


  The two of them hurriedly ran to the balcony and roughly stepped outside to look at the horizon.


  Dill saw Count Baltic’s eyes narrow and a stern expression appear on his face. Immediately, Lloyd approached him, and with a reprimanding look on his face, he silently appealed to him to tell him why.


  “Dill! What on earth is going on?”


  “Look over there! That’s where the water train tracks were originally laid!”


  But it’s no longer usable.


  All that was left was rolled-up dirt, snow, and the torn-up remains of the railroad tracks.


   


  Meanwhile, in the room, Ain exhaled as he realized the situation.


  “It’s not safe to take the carriage all the way back.”


  Well, what is he going to do? He smiled as he rubbed his temples.


   


  Chapter 4 – Ancient Monster


  The mansion of Count Baltic, the feudal lord, was located in a location that overlooked the entire town. Many adventurers and residents gathered in the great hall of the mansion.


  It had only been a few hours since the morning’s commotion, and in addition to the suspension of the water train to the royal capital, there were other reports of adventurers.


  “Are you sure, adventurers, that you saw exactly what you said?”


  Some of the adventurers nodded in response to Count Baltic’s words. They had been out hunting since this morning, and they were some of the most skilled people in the Baltic.


  According to them, they had found a huge white monster. The blizzard prevented them from seeing the whole thing, but the huge shadow lurking in the blizzard was bigger than anything they had ever seen before.


  Everyone said that it was an ancient monster, Upashikamui.


  “Feudal lord-dono, we should organize a subjugation party as soon as possible.”


  “Exactly. Now that the water train can’t move, we’ll have to fight it with the forces we have here in the Baltic.”


  “Ha, don’t be ridiculous. It’s a monster that His Majesty the First let escape. I don’t want to mess with it.”


  “I’m sorry, but I’m not participating. I don’t care how much money is offered; my life is too valuable.”


  The adventurers were divided in their opinions.


  Naturally, Count Baltic had no choice but to organize a subjugation party ── but he could not force the adventurers to do so. He had no choice but to reward them and have them accept it as a request.


   


  ───Incidentally, Ain also heard about this story.


  He sat down on the sofa in the great hall, and Krone sat down next to him. Lloyd is standing behind him, and he is also listening.


  “Lloyd-san, there’s something you didn’t tell me.”


  “Ha, what is it?”


  “How long will it take for reinforcements to reach us from the royal capital?”


  “They can reach the nearby mountains tomorrow. But from there, it will take at least two and a half days on foot.”


  “Very well.”


  As they talked, the adventurer’s voice reached them again.


  “I’ll repeat it; I don’t want to.”


  “I don’t want to do this either. I don’t want to waste my life.”


  “…Who’s going to pay the reward for defeating it in the first place? The guild? The guild won’t pay out money on this scale unless they coordinate with the headquarters in the royal capital.”


  “Yeah, at least not without a guarantee of money.”


  Ain was by no means irritated.


  As an adventurer, it’s natural to value their lives and money, and he didn’t mean to reprimand them for their attitude. But he wanted to reward the adventurers who stood up bravely.


  “Lloyd-san, have the wounds you said were inflicted on it by His Majesty the First already healed?”


  “I doubt it has healed. If the wound is so severe that it threatens its life, I would expect it to be missing some part of its body.”


  Ain nodded and thinking that he might be able to take action.


  “…This is not a good time. How come I’m here at the same time…”


  And that’s when his cheek twitched.


  “I was stared at by a pair of red, bloodshot eyes that could float in a blizzard. There’s no amount of life that will suffice for a monster that dangerous!”


  The adventurer’s voice sounded like a rant, and Ain’s heart beat faster. The word “bright red eyes” made him think of the Wyvern that Viscount Sage had with him.


  “Is it not a coincidence…?”


  “What do you know about it, Ain-sama?”


  “Maybe, but I’m not sure. If my hypothesis is correct, then, unfortunately, it means that I could not escape from the beginning.”


  Ain stood up from the sofa, laughing as if to ridicule himself.


  “The Upashikamui may have something to do with the Red Fox.”


  “Can you tell me more about it? Please?”


  “I can’t believe it’s a coincidence that a monster that hasn’t been seen for hundreds of years is now on the rampage after my arrival. I don’t think this is a coincidence. It seems that Upashikamui has some similarities to the Wyvern that Viscount Sage had with him, even more so. I don’t think we can ignore the fact that the earthquake occurred the night I arrived.”


  “…That’s a lot of speculation.”


  “But it can’t be ignored.”


  Lloyd falls silent at what he just said.


  “It feels as if it’s trying to prevent me from investigating the Red Fox.”


  “Does this mean that Ain is being targeted…?”


  “Maybe. The mastermind behind the manipulation of Viscount Sage is still out there.”


  While there are still many things that are unknown, there is one thing that is clear.


  In any case, there is no escape from the threat of Upashikamui.


  “So ── let’s fight.”


  Like the first king, he had to slaughter the monster heroically.


  Lloyd could not help but hang his head naturally at the dignified figure.


  “No, you should not. You should stay in town.”


  “What if I am the target? Maybe the enemy is still holding back in front of the outer wall for now, but one day this town will become a battlefield, and many people will inevitably be killed.”


  “…That’s still a lot of speculation.”


  “But if I was right, it will be too late to regret it. Don’t worry; this time, it will be different from the Sea Dragon incident.”


  Because there is a lot of hope.


  “There are a lot of magic weapons that we brought with us, and Lloyd-san is here. The place isn’t as hard to fight as the Sea Dragon.”


  There are enough forces.


  “And I think this is a responsibility I have to bear.”


  “With all due respect, Ain-sama, there is no such thing.”


  “Yes, there is. If it’s a monster that His Majesty the First let escape, it’s the responsibility of the royal family. It is not acceptable for me to run away, and it is not acceptable for me to sacrifice my people because of it.”


  “That’s… but…!”


  “I’m not going to fight recklessly, as I’m sure you know. I have some ideas in mind, and I want to look at a map of the area and see if I can do it.”


  After saying that, Ain walked off by himself.


  Count Baltic and the adventurers were discussing on the way when Count Baltic noticed Ain’s appearance and looked at him with a startled expression.


  As if to interrupt the adventurers’ conversation, Ain said,


  “I want you all to defend the town.”


  “…Who the hell are… you…?”


  “No way…?”


  A few of the adventurers noticed Ain and hurriedly gave way to him.


  “I promise you that the royal family will provide the reward. I promise that the reward will be worth the risk of your life and that it will be comparable to that of the Sea Dragon.”


  It was a promise from the crown prince, not from anyone else.


  The morale of the adventurers was boosted by the sudden appearance of the hero who defeated the Sea Dragon.


  “It’s as if we’ve won! Right!”


  “Ah! With the hero, there’s nothing to worry about!”


  They felt like they were on a big ship, and they regained their cheerfulness.


  Count Baltic, on the other hand, tilted his head at one question.


  It was not to organize a subjugation party but to defend the town; Ain had said that.


  When he tried to ask why, he was surrounded by adventurers who shouted at the top of their lungs, “Your Highness! Your Highness!” Count Baltic couldn’t find a chance to call out to Ain.


   


  The meeting was moved to Count Baltic’s office. After several tens of minutes of discussion, Ain concluded here.


  “Here, here is where we will kill Upashikamui.”


  He pointed to a large map on the desk. The map pointed to a lake, and nearby was a hill with an Ogre’s skull. It was about half an hour away from the town, Count Baltic said.


  “But, Your Highness, this is only a frozen lake. The monsters that live near Baltic are, without exception, highly resistant to the cold.”


  “Count Baltic has a valid point. But I’m not trying to kill it with cold.”


  “Then what?”


  “If the ground is shaking, then it must be a monster that walks on the ground. That’s why I have to stop it. Melt the ice on the lake and keep it there.”


  “…I repeat my advice. I’m sure the Upashikamui will still be able to escape easily.”


  The lake is huge. It was at least as large as even a Sea Dragon can fit.


  The Upashikamui’s body will not stick out, but that’s not the problem.


  “I’m going to use my power to make it impossible for it to escape. And then I’m going to use the magic weapon to attack it all at once and finish the game at once.”


  I see. Lloyd and Krone nodded in agreement.


  Ain has a skill called Ocean Current, and he was planning to use it to manipulate the water in the lake. It is a power that he used at the Tower of Wisdom last year and contributed to the overheating of the furnace.


  “L-Lloyd-sama… as His Highness said, do you have enough magic weapons?”


  “That is not a problem. In detail, we brought in ten magic stone cannons.”


  “It’s a powerful weapon that releases the magic power contained in the magic stone along with the ammunition. If there are ten of them, it may well be enough… but is that okay? I don’t think His Majesty would approve of such a measure.”


  “Yes, Count Baltic is right. That’s why this Lloyd has not contacted His Majesty and unfortunately never will.”


  “A-Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


  “It’s not good at all. But, I’ve been preempted by Ain-sama.”


  As before, the royal decree has already been issued. They had already stopped the use of message-birds and other means of communicating with the royal capital about this matter.


  As a knight in the service of the royal family, it is hard to resist the power of the royal decree.


  “The decisive action will be this evening. Let the royal knights carry the magic stone cannon ahead of time, and I, along with my son Dill, will escort Ain-sama to the lake.”


  “…Isn’t that dangerous?”


  That’s not the case now.


  Ain has a firm will and has no intention of changing his plans. In the end, the crown prince Ain will still be stepping into a dangerous place.


  And one plan has already been decided.


  Ain will leave the city of Baltic and set foot in a place where monsters live. If the Upashikamui still did not attack him, it was decided that the target was not Ain.


  In that case, he promised to turn back to the city immediately.


  “I want you to keep my assistants, and civil servants hidden in this mansion. I’ll leave some of my knights with you, so let me know if anything happens.”


  “That’s fine, but…”


  “Then let’s do that.”


  If the target is not him, Ain plans to return to town immediately as promised.


  It’s okay if the prediction is correct, and if it’s not, that’s okay too.


  “I have one more request to make. I would like to ask you to evacuate the people as well as the adventurers who can’t fight to the vicinity of this mansion.”


  “Of course!”


  Suddenly, Ain’s eyes met Krone’s.


  “I want to take a break, so I’ll leave you alone for a while.”


  He took Krone’s hand and left the room as quickly as he could.


   


  When they reached the corner of the corridor, they stopped and finally faced each other behind an unpopulated pillar.


  “I’m starting to hate you a little bit.”


  She said with a sullen look and tapped her toes.


  “In any case, I would have preferred that the first king had defeated it without letting it escape. So that Ain would not have to go through the hardship.”


  “…Do you value me that much?”


  “Yes, so much so that I would want to be with you even if the world was my enemy.”


  She giggled, and Ain also laughed lightly.


  “I’ll take care of the town. I’ll be waiting for you as best I can.”


  Unlike the time with the Sea Dragon, it was easily implied that she would see Ain off.


  Krone’s face is not sorrowful, and she doesn’t seem to be worried about Ain either. Perhaps it’s a sense of trust, but she doesn’t seem to have the slightest doubt that Ain will return safely.


  Perhaps it’s because of the relationship they’ve developed over time, or perhaps it’s because they feel comfortable.


  Ain was also Ain, and he could joke a little.


  “What do you think the magic stone of Upashikamui tastes like?”


  “…..Like chicken meat, maybe?”


  “…..Eh, you’ve had it?”


  “G-geez! Of course not! I just heard it might be some kind of dragon! Ain said that the Wyvern tasted like chicken, so I thought it’s the same…!”


  “Pfft… Kuku… I know, I’m just kidding, just kidding.”


  “You’re a horrible person. What am I should do when you get back?”


  “Haha, please be gentle with me.”


  Then Ain finally moves his feet. He was heading for the mansion entrance, which made Krone think that the operation was really about to start.


  “It’s getting a little cold out there. I need to cool down a bit, even if I’m overheated before the battle.”


  “Yes, I’ll let Lloyd-sama know that.”


  “Thank you. I’ll probably go straight to the inn or to carry the magic weapon.”


  It’s a short goodbye.


  There is no regret for leaving, only the desire to do each other’s work.


  Krone looked after Ain until his back was out of sight and then returned to the office.


   


  

  


   


  In the central square of the town, Ain was sitting on a comfortable bench. Nearby, the royal knights were preparing the magic weapons and adjusting their equipment.


  Fortunately, the wind was light, and there was only a light dusting of snow. The weather was not a hindrance to the march, and there was no change in the plan.


  From behind the bench, Dill spoke to him.


  “There will be no delay, Ain-sama. Soon, the royal knights will be heading for the lake first. Ain-sama will be leaving the city with me, my father, and the rest of the royal knights.”


  “Right on schedule. What about the adventurers?”


  “They are preparing to defend the town as planned.”


  “So it’s just a short break for now.”


  Ain let out a breath and relaxed his body. He turned his face to the skull of the ogre on the distant hill.


  “It’s really big; those fangs could still be used for something.”


  “I think so. They are sharp and heavy, so just throwing them around would be enough of a weapon.”


  “That’s right. If you cut the bone that holds the jaw in place, the mouth will close, and a wyvern will be cut in half.”


  “I guess the question is, can it be used that way?”


  “Oh, and it looks heavy.”


  After a leisurely conversation, Dill changed his tone of voice.


  “…Now that you mention it, I think you should stop.”


  “It’s as I promised. If the Upashikamui doesn’t attack me, I’ll definitely come back to this town. In that case, the magic weapons we brought will be dispersed, and we will prepare for another attack.”


  “I know that. I’m speaking on that basis.”


  “Hmm…”


  “Ain-sama, let me remind you that you are the crown prince.”


  Then Dill put his face close to Ain.


  “──You are the one who absolutely must live, even if it costs a thousand people. Even if my father or I die, even if all the royal knights lose their lives.”


  “…..”


  “The fact that Baltic will be devastated and Ishtalika as a whole will lose Ain-sama. There’s no comparison.”


  “I’m sorry, but Dill’s words are just a little bit wrong.”


  Ain stood up and stretched his back. He made a pleasant noise and put his hands on his hips to watch over the royal knights.


  “I’m not going to lose; even if I was the target, I’m not going to lose.”


  “But just in case…!”


  “I’ll be fine.”


  Dill was pressured by the strong and occasional supremacy that Ain showed.


  “I’m already used to coming back from the dead.”


   


  The sun was slowly setting. There were few clouds in the sky, and the visibility was good.


  There were less than twenty people in the Ain’s group. In addition to Ain, Lloyd, and Dill, the rest are all the royal knights.


  Until today, Ain had intended to enjoy the scenery of the Baltic. However, there was no room for that at the moment.


  Lloyd, who was walking in the lead, noticed the presence of a monster.


  “Hou, isn’t that an eight-eyed rabbit?”


  “Eh, what’s that?”


  “Look over there.”


  In the direction Lloyd pointed, there was a huge rabbit that looked as big as a horse-drawn carriage. But it’s no ordinary rabbit; it has eight eyes on its face.


  “It is called the eight-eyed rabbit because of its appearance.”


  “Heh… It looks delicious, but is it strong?”


  “Two royal knights could easily take it on. They taste very good, but they don’t fight unless their life is in danger, and with their natural ability to run away, they are quick to leave. Because of this, there is never much meat on the market, and most of it is consumed before it reaches the royal capital.”


  After Lloyd’s explanation, Dill said with a dumbfounded look.


  “By the way, Ain-sama, at a time like this, why are you concerned about taste more than anything else?”


  “Lloyd-san, Dill is just as strict as usual.”


  “I can’t comment on that….”


  There was laughter among the royal knights. The atmosphere became a little calmer.


  It was only a few minutes after leaving the town of Baltic, but the thread of tension was stretched to the very edge.


  There was no telling when the Upashikamui would attack, or even if some other monster would attack, and they could not afford to let their guard down even a little.


  Then, the eight-eyed rabbit ran away.”


  “Aaaaah! Our food…!”


  Although he spoke lightly and daringly, he was immediately aware of something strange in the atmosphere.


  “It looks like I was right.”


  “Indeed. I’m both happy and disappointed… I can only imagine how frustrating this must be ── Everyone, run!”


  As soon as the order was given, everyone started running at once. It’s not cobblestone, nor is it dirt, but it’s a better match than the beach. The snow that had piled up around them was up to their ankles, making it difficult for everyone to run.


  The ground shook.


  A cold sweat ran down everyone’s spine as a huge presence loomed behind them.


  “Hah… hah…! Lloyd-san! How long do we have until the lake?”


  “I’m sure at this speed it won’t take more than ten minutes!”


  “That’s great! All that training I’ve been doing every day is paying off!”


  “Yes! I just thought that when I get back to the capital, I’ll make a proposal to His Majesty about snowfield training! It’s not as if there won’t be another opportunity like this!”


  “I’ll join you then! For the next time!”


  The two of them emphasized the word “next time” as a sign of their determination to return alive.


  Dill and the royal knights all nodded their heads and put their strength into their feet. However, they were growing tired, their breathing was labored from the pain of the snow, and they were close to running out of breath.


  The only hope was the advance party heading for the lake. Even the thought that they had already been hunted down and killed by the Upashikamui was not something they wanted to think about for a second.


  Finally, the roar reached them.


  “Giiiiiiiiiaa──”


  It was a cry that sounded like a wail, a cry of grief. That was exactly like the wyvern that Viscount Sage had with him last year.


  The trees in the area shook greatly as the angry shout pierced their cheeks. Before long, the weather worsened, and the snow clouds that covered the sky grew in strength.


  “The sky…!”


  “Ain-sama! It has that much power! No matter how many wounds His Majesty the First has inflicted on it, its singular strength cannot be underestimated!”


  Soon, they could even hear the Upashikamui breathing. The screeching creak of the trees being pushed aside and the sound of the ground being gouged out as it advanced drove the terror into them.


  “Gufaaa…! Giiiiiiii…!”


  Perhaps he was too nervous about the oncoming enemy. One of the royal knights lost his footing on the snowy ground due to exhaustion.


  In a matter of seconds, the Upashikamui had closed the distance.


  “That’s…! It is a monster that escaped from His Majesty the first… and…”


  There is nothing to be afraid of! Ain was about to shout vigorously. However, the royal knights turned around and saw the Upashikamui.


  The huge body and bloodshot eyes… and…


  “Aaaaaaaaaahhh!”


  It swung up its strong, rigid legs with an angry shout.


  Ain stopped and turned around to look at the royal knights. At a distance of more than 20 meters, he saw the stout face of a royal knight who was about to be crushed like a bug, ready to die.


  And then, for the first time, he saw the figure of the Upashikamui.


  Just how big is it? It was not as big as a sea dragon, but it was as big as a small fort.


  The front legs are thicker and more muscular than the back legs. The scales covering its entire body are like light-colored sapphires. At the end of its long tail, there were several long spines that were several meters long.


  Its face was like that of a dinosaur, and its head itself was larger than that of a common house.


  “It was so big!”


  …Such a huge body.


  A royal knight on the ground would be as small as a man petting a puppy.


  (It only has one eye? And the wings on its back are…)


  There was a sense of discomfort in the Upashikamui’s body that Ain saw.


  The first thing he noticed was that one of its eyes was missing. The back and the pair of wings were not normal. There was no wing membrane, just the asymmetrical skeleton of a wing.


  He thought back to the conversation he had with Lloyd in which he predicted that the Upashikamui’s body would have scars from the battle with the first king.


  (I don’t even want to think about a monster like that flying!)


  If it had attacked from the sky, there would have been nothing left. The strength of the first king, who took away one of its eyes and hunted it down until its wings stopped functioning, was simply astonishing.


   


  But still.


  No matter how damaged the body is, crushing a fallen knight is like breathing.


  “Don’t stop!”


  Lloyd grabbed Ain’s hand and ran off. There is no way to save the knight; that’s what Lloyd was telling him.


  But Ain shook off his hand.


  “He’s the one who came with me! I’m not going to abandon him!”


  This decision was probably a mistake. He should have abandoned him and run to the lake using the fallen knight as bait.


  However, he still couldn’t separate the situation.


  A deep fog rides the wind around Ain’s arm.


  It quickly reached the side of the royal knight and the Upashikamui, who were far away, and the Upashikamui was puzzled by this strange situation.


  It was late to swing its front legs down, and the knight stood up and started running.


  Meanwhile, a thick fog clung to the Upashikamui’s face and wouldn’t dissipate.


  “It’s a thick fog of the Black Fawn. It should not be a skill that moves in such a mysterious way!”


  “I don’t know! But I was able to do it consciously!”


  It’s hard to get the point across, but it was the result of desperate action.


  From behind him, the royal knight from earlier shouted.


  “Why did you save me? You shouldn’t stop!”


  “If you don’t want me to stop, all you have to do is not stop! Then everyone will reach the lake safely! Nothing difficult about that!”


  In response to his forceful words, the royal knight burst into tears. He wiped the tears from his eyes and thought of Ain, who was running near the front of the line.


  “You’ll get a sermon when you get back to the inn!”


  “It can’t be helped! But Lloyd-san’s sermon is going to be hard, so please be gentle with me!”


  “Well, I can’t make any promises!”


  In the meantime, the distance between them and the Upashikamui was growing apart again.


   


  Whether it was afraid of the dense fog covering its face or just trying to shake it off, the Upashikamui was swinging its front legs vigorously, reaping the trees around it.


  But it won’t last long. As soon as the fog disappears, it will come right back for Ain.


  “That’s enough; we can make it to the lake!”


  Everyone nodded at Ain’s encouragement and began to torment their legs, which were shaking with fatigue.


   


  The advance party was safely waiting for them at the lake at the end of the run.


  Seeing Ain’s group struggling to get through the forest, the royal knights began to prepare to fire the magic weapon and the magic stone cannon at once.


  “It’s coming into sight!”


  “Yes! I’m relieved to see that the advance team is safe and sound.”


  This is because of the wounds left by the first king.


  “The first king’s wounds are the reason for this. Now we must lure the Upashikamui into the lake!”


  After that, they would fire the magic stone cannon into the lake. It will break and melt the hard ice and block the movement of the Upashikamui as it falls into the water.


  “I’ll just have to run like this. It would be great if I could run on the ice of the lake and use the magic stone cannon when I get to the end.”


  “D-don’t be stupid!”


  “I’m not stupid or a fool; the Upashikamui is after me!”


  Lloyd flinched at the truth.


  “It’s nothing compared to what the Sea Dragon did! We can all breathe, and we have magic stone cannons! We have Lloyd-san and Dill, and we have so many royal knights!”


  “But…!”


  “Even with all this power, it’s still impossible? We are talking about the best land forces in Ishtalika.”


  It’s like a provocation.


  Ain’s eyes turned sharply, which gave a glimpse of challenging emotion. It’s a self-centered word that he would certainly never have said under normal circumstances. However, it certainly resonated in Lloyd’s mind.


  “Then, Lloyd here, I will make time for you to run through it.”


  The tone of his voice was full of fighting spirit, something he had never shown until today. It was the same as when Ain first met Sylvird, a battle-hardened air that affected him to the depths of his body.


  “Make time? How?”


  “I’m imitating Ain-sama. …Dill! No matter what happens, stay by Ain-sama’s side!”


  “Ha!”


  Leaving the two runnings, Lloyd stopped near the lake.


  He pulled out the greatsword on his back and closed his eyes. He could sense the presence of the approaching Upashikamui, but the voices of the royal knights and Ain and the others did not reach his ears in the slightest.


  He looked focused in a way that even his only son, Dill, had never seen before.


  At the same time, the Upashikamui came through the forest and caught sight of Ain.


  “Don’t be hasty; your opponent is me.”


   


  

  


   


  Lloyd stands in front of the rigid legs.


  No matter how many greatswords he has at the ready, it’s natural that they don’t seem to have much of an effect on it. However, the Lloyd who confronted it was powerful. There was a sense of expectation that he would do something or perhaps a hint that he would prove to be difficult to kill.


  “Gugiaaaaaaa──!”


  The right front leg was swung up and then swung down on Lloyd with its claws erected. Many of the royal knights opened their mouths and stretched out their arms. They all prayed for Lloyd’s safety and waited for the snowflakes to subside.


  “…Incredible physical strength for a wounded dragon.”


  As soon as the snow settled, a gruff voice carried on the wind.


  Soon, everyone could see his majestic figure. With just one greatsword, Lloyd was able to block the Upashikamui’s front leg with the ground as his only support.
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  “But it won’t last long…!”


  Sounds of creaking were heard from his greatsword…


  How excellent his swordsmanship is, as a former marshal?


  The Upashikamui tried to force its toe into the ground and put more power into the enduring Lloyd. But Lloyd didn’t budge an inch.


  On the contrary, he shouted loudly, “Nuooaaaaa!”


  “You think you can crush me just by using a little something?”


  He flicked it to the side.


  For a moment, the Upashikamui’s stance collapsed. It lost its strength from one leg and shifted its center of gravity.


  However, as expected of a huge monster that has lived for hundreds of years, it quickly twisted its body, and this time it reared its front legs sideways against Lloyd’s body.


  “Kuh…”


  This time, it was flung away in the opposite direction. The damage is only a scratch, but there is something wrong with the big sword.


  “I only need to do it once more; that’s enough!”


  It doesn’t matter, don’t think about it. Lloyd ran, inspiring himself in his mind.


  He took a large leap to close the distance and swung his sword down on the Upashikamui’s front leg. After a screeching sound like iron clashing with iron, the greatsword finally shattered. But it wasn’t just the sword that was shattered.


  The scales covering the Upashikamui’s front legs were also shattered in several pieces. In fact, the blade reached the skin, leaving a not-so-short wound that made the blood flow.


  “───!?”


  The Upashikamui’s body shook. It wriggled its eyes at the strength of Lloyd, who it thought was a stone on the side of the road.


  “Now, what do I do from here?”


  Lloyd smiled bitterly, but his weapon of choice, the greatsword, was already gone. If the sword was stronger, he could fight more. It’s a shame because his strength was certainly good enough.


  As soon as the Upashikamui set its sights on Lloyd.


  “This way!”


  Ain, who had been running to the far end of the lake, threw a large block of ice with his illusory hand.


  When the Upashikamui received it on the forehead, it took its consciousness away from Lloyd and raised a cry. Lloyd took this opportunity to escape.


  “Guggii… aaaaaaaaa!”


  He ran as if he was sliding on the ice and approached Ain in the blink of an eye. Dill swallowed a mouthful of saliva while the calm Ain raised his hand.


  “Now!”


  Immediately after the command, several lights appeared in the shadows of the forest.


  Sometimes blue, sometimes green. Or, just as it seemed to leak a crimson beam of light, there was a dynamic burst of sound. Waves of magic power and metal ammunition exploded, and extremely colorful auroras shot out over the lake from ten directions.


  Soon after the impact, the ice around the Upashikamui’s feet shattered into pieces, sending up a cloud of fantastic diamond dust that reflected the aurora.


  “Gaaaaa──!”


  Its back legs sank into the water, and its front legs strengthened as it struggled in panic. It was not possible to support the Upashikamui’s weight and cracks quickly spread across the ice.


  “Please hurry! If we don’t hurry, we’ll sink too!”


  “I know!”


  Dill’s voice made Ain run even faster.


  The front legs of the Upashikamui, coming from behind, repeatedly tossed its toes in an attempt to get a grip on Ain.


  Ain never looked back. He ran across the lake, not stopping even when the shock wave hit him like a whirlwind.


  Eventually, the Upashikamui’s front legs finally dipped into the water. Acknowledging the sound and presence of the water, Ain slid back and stopped moving.


  “Thank you; it worked out just as planned.”


  With a grin, he drew his sword and swung it down with great force, breaking only the ice at his feet.


  He held up his hand and activated the power of the Ocean Current.


  “──Gi, gua…?”


  The water in the lake is all shackles and manacles. The vicious mass of water was like a cage, and even if the struggling Upashikamui stretched out its front legs, it could not escape the water.


  “Truly, our crown prince is a brave man.”


  Lloyd, on the other hand, raised his hand outside the lake.


  The royal knights fine-tuned the direction of the magic stone cannon and aimed it at the Upashikamui’s body.


  “It may not be as good as the first king’s blow, but take it. This is the crystallization of the wisdom that we have created over hundreds of years──”


  At the same time as the hands were lowered, the ten magic stone cannons shone again.


  The dark aurora spread over the lake in waves, enveloping the huge target in the blink of an eye. The power of the magic stones scorched the body as the ammunition bit into the scales.


  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Ain and Dill covered their ears with their hands at the screams that seemed to reach the heavens. The second and third shots were fired, and it was hard to keep their eyes open with the dazzling aurora filling their vision.


  “Ain-sama! Are you okay?”


  “Eeh? What?”


  “Are you okay?”


  “I can’t hear you! Although I can almost tell by the way your mouth moves!”


  He had enough time to smile and had no problem with it. When his ears had become accustomed, Ain finally exchanged words with Dill.


  “It looks like the mission was a success.”


  “It seems so… At one point, I wondered what would happen…”


  The attack on the Upashikamui cracked several claws, shattered many scales, and broke a horn. It seems that victory is as good as decided.


  Gradually, the resistance in the water became weaker and weaker, and Ain’s burden decreased.


  “But His Majesty the First’s power is tremendous, isn’t it? We had to do a lot of prep work and prepare ten magic stone cannons before we could finally take on the Upashikamui…”


  “Well, we also have to assume that the wounds left by His Majesty the First are still there.”


  “You’re right. And yet, how strong was the first king, who alone fought so hard that the Upashikamui escaped…?”


  In other words, the first king alone is stronger than the forces that are here right now.


  “Gafahh… Gii… Aaaaaaaahhh… Ah──!”


  More than ten shots were fired per unit.


  And then, finally, a silence.


  The Upashikamui lost all strength from its body and floated on the lake with its eyes closed.


   


  

  


   


  A reminder is a reminder.


  After finishing firing all the bullets from the magic stone cannon, Ain joined Lloyd. It was a great victory without a single casualty, and everyone, without exception, had a radiant smile on their face.


  “We did it! It’s the greatest victory of all!”


  “Yes. Thanks to Lloyd-san and the others.”


  “We were just following orders. Almost all of our planning was done according to Ain-sama’s suggestions.”


  “…We had a lot of luck.”


  If he were asked to do it all over again, he would never do it.


  “Father. Shouldn’t we confirm that it is dead or alive, just in case?”


  “That’s true, but… the place is too dangerous.”


  “Certainly. That water looks really cold, doesn’t it?”


  If they jumped into the water in such extreme cold, they would get frostbite in no time.


  “But there was a lot of bombardment. Even if it is not dead, it should still be on the verge of death.”


  The first thing they need to do is to prepare for the retreat. The royal knights are also tired, but they should not leave the magic stone cannon behind.


  It’s not as bad as when they left the town because they didn’t have any ammunition.


  Ain was overcome by fatigue and sat down on the ground.


  “Come to think of it, Lloyd-san was really awesome.”


  “Mm? Was I?”


  “I didn’t think you could catch an attack with a sword and destroy its scales… I realized how amazing it is to be that strong with just one sword.”


  “Hahahahaha! It’s an honor to be praised by you!”


  What is regrettable is the durability of the sword. If Lloyd’s great sword was harder, it might have been able to take away one of the front legs.


  “That’s thanks to the fact that His Majesty the First weakened it, I suppose. Now, I will send out instructions to the royal knights. Please rest a little longer with Dill, Ain-sama.”


  “Hmm, thank you.”


  Ain finally got some rest. He can’t wait to get back to town and tell Krone that he’s okay.


  “I feel like I’ve already completed all of my plans, even before going to the former Demon Lord’s territory.”


  “Me too. But about Ain-sama’s body and also the Red Fox. There is still a lot of work to be done…”


  “It wouldn’t hurt to add a day off to the schedule, would it?”


  “At least, I agree with that.”


  “Well, I guess I’ll talk to Krone about it.”


  For that reason, he wanted to go back as soon as possible.


  It is also necessary to find out if the Upashikamui is alive or dead, but it is impossible to find out without a ship or something at least. So, after all, it was necessary to return to the town once.


  Ain looked out over the lake for some reason.


  “…Hmm?”


  “Oya, is something wrong?”


  “I don’t know; I just thought it was starting to freeze.”


  The crushed ice is slowly forming a thin film on the surface of the water.


  “The sun is almost gone, and the temperature is dropping.”


  “Oh, I see. I wonder if that’s why.”


  With a light-hearted reply, he looked up at the sky, which was slightly starry.


  Then, there was a creaking sound coming from the lake.


  “What was that sound?”


  “It doesn’t sound like the Upashikamui has moved ── but…”


  “Then what was that sound?”


  Standing up, Ain narrowed his eyes.


  He stared at the Upashikamui and then at the water around it. He could certainly hear the sound. No, it’s not just being heard; it’s being increased.


  The ice layer thickens and expands.


  “──Lloyd-san!”


  The moment he was about to tell him that it was still alive.


  “Aaa… Giguaaaaaaaa.”


  The Upashikamui screamed out, radiating cold air from its body that froze its eyelashes. The water in the lake instantly froze, giving it a foothold.


  The Upashikamui escaped the lake and quickly found Ain’s location.


  “Ha… Guuah… aaaaaa──!”


  It was even more furious than before and rushed towards Ain in a straight line.


  There is no more ammunition left for the magic stone cannon. When the words “defeat” came to Ain’s mind, another plan flashed into his mind almost simultaneously.


  No, it’s too early to give up.


  “…I’ll defeat it.”


  There’s only one weapon left.


  Dill stretched out his arm to pull Ain next to him, and Lloyd ran up to him with such a strong concentration that his movement seemed to be in slow motion.


  Ain’s gaze drifted away from the Upashikamui and toward the nearby hills.


  Everyone, including the royal knights, was approaching to protect Ain.


  “This way!”


  Everyone chased after Ain, who started to run.


  In order to keep the distance between him and the Upashikamui, who was approaching in the blink of an eye, Ain used his illusory hand to break the ice on the ground and ran.


  Then the ice on the lake cracked one after another, and the Upashikamui’s back legs slipped and fell into the water.


  Not wanting to miss this opportunity, everyone whipped their exhausted bodies.


  “No, Ain-sama! That’s not the direction of the town!”


  Lloyd said, and Ain replied in a relaxed voice.


  “That’s fine!”


  “W-what do you intend to do…?”


  “I have a weapon to kill it. First, I need to run fast!”


  When the group stepped into the forest, a roar immediately rang out from behind them.


  “Gaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  It was the cry of an enraged Upashikamui trying to kill Ain at all costs.


   


   


  While running desperately through the forest, which is difficult to advance, Ain never forgot the presence of a person approaching from behind. Eventually, he came to a slope and was relieved to see that he was heading in the right direction.


  The foliage over his head was gradually diminishing, and he could see the remains of the first king’s outstanding achievement.


  “It’s the monster that the first king let escape! No one will complain if I use that skull!”


  It’s an ogre’s skull, which is now considered an important asset as a trace of the first king’s great deeds.


  As he approached, Dill sensed Ain’s intentions.


  “A-are you out of your mind?”


  “It could not have been better!”


  It’s really the only weapon available. It’s unfortunate that there are no other strong weapons available.


  In order to absorb the magic stone, like when he defeated the sea dragon, he must first know where the magic stone is, and above all, the thick scales and sturdy bones will not allow him to do so.


  “That’s dangerous.”


  “It’s too late for that!”


  At this point, Ain increased his running speed. The distance opened up with an extra force and acceleration that surprised the exhausted Lloyd and the others. His physical abilities already surpassed those of most royal knights. Dill knew in his heart that Ain would not stop no matter what he said and wondered if there was anything he could do.


  In response to his thoughts, Ain continued to speak.


  “So, I have one request for you, Dill.”


  “Ha… ha!”


  “It’s a very important job.”


  Dill swallowed his saliva as he heard the words.


  “I think I’ll be too tired to get up after I kill the Upashikamui. So at that time, I need you to carry me on your back!”


  “K…kkuh… Yeah, leave it to me. I’ll carry you wherever you want to go!”


  Ain was running ahead of him, and he stepped into the hills.


  In the silver world all around, there is a strange and huge skull left behind. The mouth was still open, and the sharp upper and lower fangs were still intact.


  The single horn extending from its forehead could deliver a fatal blow with a simple throw.


  “Giaaaaaaaaaaa.”


  A little later, the Upashikamui also left the forest. It appeared away from Dill, Lloyd, and the group of royal knights, kept Ain in sight and moved its feet toward Ain alone.


   


   


  Running down the slope of the hill, Ain was within striking distance of the ogre’s skull.


  “The Ogre… looks like such a powerful monster.”


  Even so, it was still running away from the Upashikamui?


  He wondered how strong the Upashikamui was when the first king had not taken one of its eyes and its wings were still intact. It might have been a more difficult enemy than the sea dragon, which makes Ain shudder just thinking about it.


  “The first king was really too out of the ordinary.”


  Thanks to him, the Upashikamui was wounded, and Ain was able to come this far.


  ──The last move is up to him.


  “Gaaaaa… Fuu… Aaaaaaaa!”


  He came within striking distance of Upashikamui’s rigid legs. The tip of its front leg swung down, and the pointed claw tried to tear Ain apart, but ── it lost sight of Ain. Instead, its vision was covered with white fog.


  This again, the Upashikamui trembled with rage.


  “Suu──!”


  Ain inhaled as he ran. Then, he shouted loudly.


  “…Come here!”


  Even if the fog that clung to its face had not cleared, the Upashikamui could still hear Ain’s voice. In a fit of rage, it lost its composure and rushed in the direction of Ain’s voice.


  As the strongest individual in the place, it was confident that it could take Ain’s life.


  As the voice and presence approached, the Upashikamui stretched its front legs wide.


  “I’ve won.”


  Ain muttered, standing in front of the ogre’s skull… lower jaw.


  There, the Upashikamui moved its arm to scrape the ground.


  On the other hand, Ain used his illusory hand to climb up the skull and hit his illusory hand hard on the border between the upper and lower jaw. At the same time as the massive upper jaw slowly closes, the foreleg of the Upashikamui reaches the ogre’s mouth.


  “───Gyaaaaaaa!?”


  After an inaudible scream of pain, it let out a cry that resembled rage.


  There is a dull sound that penetrates the scales and shatters the bones. The ogre’s sharp fangs pierced the Upashikamui’s front legs without restraint.


  The Upashikamui was in so much pain that it stopped.


  Ain, who was standing on top of the skull, used his illusory hand to put pressure on the ogre’s horn.


  “Ku… Uu… Aaaaaaahhhh!”


  He roars heroically and stomps down strongly.


  The horn cracked loudly at the base and eventually was lifted up so that it could be raised. The weight was too heavy to ignore, even with the use of illusory hands, and Ain, who was close to his physical limits, smiled bitterly.


  He didn’t have any room to spare now. He tortured his body for who knows how many more times and channeled his magic power into the illusory hand that held the horn.


  “Down, down, down!”


  He threw the horn at the Upashikamui’s neck with as much force as he could muster.


  It stabbed the Upashikamui with a dull sound.


  “…Aa… aa…”


  This time, the Upashikamui was on the verge of death.


  The ogre’s horn was shattered within seconds, perhaps because it was forcibly pulled out or because it had deteriorated over time. It shattered in less than a few seconds. In the depths of the wounds left behind, a glimmer like a jewel could be seen.


  But the glimmer was faint, and upon closer inspection, he could see that there was a scratch.


  “Is that a magic stone?”


  The Upashikamui crawled along the ground as if to escape from Ain’s squinting eyes.


  Its life force is really astonishing, but──.


  “This is really, really the end.”


  Ain jumped on the magic stone and thrust his illusory hand, and absorbed the magic stone as he did to the sea dragon. There were concerns about the phenomenon of monsterization, but he decided not to think about it for now and just absorbed the contents.


  The amount of magic power that was left was minimal, but as he finished absorbing it, the Upashikamui also stopped breathing.


  “…All right.”


  Now, it will never get up again. Ain said as he let go of his consciousness due to extreme fatigue.


  “Krone’s prediction… was wrong.”


  It’s just that it was incredibly delicious. The taste of the Upashikamui’s magic stone is something that he will talk about as a remembrance when he returns to town.


  Then, Ain slowly lowered his eyelids and basked in the afterglow of his victory until the moment when Dill caught his body.


   


   


  Chapter 5 – At The Former Demon Lord’s Territory


  It was at the royal castle after the sun had risen. The sound of leather shoes’ footsteps echoed through the wide corridor. It seemed to stop abruptly, but then it started again, just like her busy schedule.


  “U-um… Chris-sama? I’m very sorry to tell you this, but um… I have a message from Olivia-sama for you.”


  “From Olivia-sama?”


  Could it be that something had happened to Ain?


  Chris thought that immediately, but the message was completely different.


  The problem was on Chris’s side.


  ” ‘Your footsteps are too noisy; go feed the twins.’ …She said.”


  The color drained from her eyes, and Chris opened her mouth and looked sad. She just hated herself for the fact that she was being noisy.


  “Excuse me, Martha-san… am I really that noisy…?”


  It’s hard to tell the truth when she has that puppy look on her face. However, it is difficult to muddle the waters with the words of Olivia, the lord of the house.


  “…I think it sounded a little too much.”


  Martha is a very caring woman. So it was easy to imagine that if Martha was being a little annoyed, it must have been reasonably loud.


  Martha handed a bucket to Chris, who was disappointed.


  “Olivia-sama told me to give this to Chris-sama. It contains their food for the day.”


  “So you want me to go get my head cooled…”


  In the bucket was a large amount of fish.


  The twins don’t need much food at the castle, as they do their own hunting. Therefore, they adjust the amount so as not to eat too much.


  “Thank you very much. Then, I’ll be going right away.”


  From the back of Chris’s limp walk, one could tell that she was lonely.


  “Hmm. Maybe the rumors among the servants are not so ridiculous?”


  Martha’s murmur was about a rumor that was being talked about in the castle. The rumor was that Chris might be conscious of Ain as a member of the opposite sex, and looking at the way she was acting these days, she couldn’t help feeling that it was correct.


   


  Chris headed out of the castle with a bucket in her hand. Even though it was morning now in the summer, she was sweating slightly, even if she remained still.


  When she arrived at the aqueduct, the twins were happily swimming around, waiting to be fed.


  “Hi, I’ve brought your food!”


  As she called out to them, she scattered the fish to the surface. The twins happily bit into the fish as they were scattered little by little.


  Lately, the twins looked cramped in the aqueduct.


  Considering that they will continue to grow, it might only be a short time before they could be seen from within the castle.


  “I wonder if they will grow up to be like that sea dragon? But it’s not there yet, is it?”


  Chris crouched down at the edge of the aqueduct and watched the twins with a hand on her cheek.


  The image she thought back to was the sea dragon that had appeared in Magna, and at the same time, the time when Ain had come to help her flashed through her mind.


  He’s smart like Olivia and Katima, but he’s also so free and does things that cannot be understood and makes her worry.


  But lately, it seemed like that wasn’t the only reason to keep an eye on him.


  “Will you two pray for me that we can go together on the next investigation?”


  “Kyu? Kyukyukyu!”


  “…Kyuu!”


  The twins were adorable as they stopped eating the fish for a moment and turned to Chris, moving their fins. It was obvious at a glance that they were trying to comfort her.


  “Fufu… thanks, you two. I must be the first person ever to be comforted by sea dragons.”


  As thanks for comforting her, she threw the remaining fish into the water at once. The twins were happy to see it and took a bite of it.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  At the same time, at Baltic.


  A humming reached Ain’s ears that made him want to keep quiet and listen. He opened his eyes and found himself in bed before he even knew it, having been laid up. Looking out the window at the gentle morning sun, he was tempted to stay in this slumber forever.


  But somehow, he resisted the temptation and lifted his upper body.


  “You’re awake?”


  The voice came from the edge of the bed.


  “Krone, hmm… How did I end up here?”


  He looked around and saw that he was in the bedroom of an inn. Before she could answer, Krone came up to him and hugged Ain tightly.
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  “I was worried about you a lot, a lot.”


  “…I’m sorry. But I thought it was the only way.”


  “Yes, I know.”


  For a while, they exchanged their body heat.


  When they were satisfied, they pulled apart, and Krone turned her head to look at him, her eyes narrowed with happiness. As if just remembering about it, she took the letter from the desk next to the bed and gently handed it to Ain.


  “It’s a letter from the royal capital. This was sent to Ain separately from the letter addressed to me.”


  “Isn’t it early? The railroad tracks haven’t even been reopened yet.”


  “It’s not too early. It took more than a whole day for Ain to wake up.”


  “…No way.”


  “It’s true. Do you want to find out?”


  He wondered if she would pinch his cheek. When Ain nodded, Krone came up to him and kissed his cheek.


  “How is it?”


  Even if she asked how it was, the soft warmth of the touch was real, and the sweetness of the scent was enough to melt the brain.


  Perhaps she knew this, but she smiled mischievously.


  “So today is not the morning after the day we defeated the Upashikamui, but…”


  “It’s the next morning after that.”


  “So you’re saying I overslept a lot.”


  Then it makes sense that the letter would arrive.


  He looked at the sender and saw that it was Warren. If it were Sylvird, he would want to seal the letter without reading it, but he opened the letter and took out the contents.


  The first thing he said was a polite greeting, as usual, and then he said that he was relieved that Ain had arrived in the Baltic and to be careful on his way to the former territory of the Demon Lord. The first page was bland, but it was as quiet as the day before a typhoon, and it made his heart race.


  “…I see. Yeah, I see that now.”


  The second page was written deliberately as if describing everyday life.


  Since yesterday, Sylvird has been in a bad mood and has been polishing his knuckles. Warren had asked Ain if he could remember why, but there was no reason to recall or anything.


  Instead, it was stated that Olivia and Chris were as usual.


  In other words, they hadn’t informed the girls about the disturbance yet.


  But as the letter came to an end, there was a relief.


  Sylvird seems to think that there is nothing that can be done about it, and he has no intention of punishing Ain for this incident ── although he intends to scold him personally.


  Finally, there is one more thing to talk about, and it is about the former Demon Lord territory.


  “Lloyd-san has decided to allow me to participate in the investigation.”


  “I think it’s probably because of my report.”


  “Your report?”


  “About Professor Oz’s letter the other day. Actually, I reported it to Warren-sama as well. I think that’s why they decided it was so important for Ain to join.”


  “Oh… that makes sense.”


  In addition to that, the presence of a mysterious monster ── it can be assumed that it is related to the defeat of the Upashikamui, which was the main cause of the monster’s presence.


  While Ain was convinced, he spoke as if he remembered something.


  “Oh, by the way, Krone’s prediction was wrong. The Upashikamui tasted like the best steak I’ve ever had.”


  Ain showed his usual tone, and Krone laughed back with a short “silly” remark.


  “In addition to the taste, has there been any change in your status?”


  “Oh, let’s see.”


  Fishing it out of his pockets, Ain took out his status card and found only one difference.


   


  Ain von Ishtalika


  [Job] Na ■ med


  [Physical Strength] 4055


  [Magic power] ──


  [Attack power] ──


  [Defense] 952


  [Agility] 395


  [Skills] Dark Knight / Great Magic Guider / Ocean Current / Dense Fog / Toxin Decomposition EX / Absorption / Gift of Training / Ice Dragon


   


  At the end of the skill column, there is the word Ice Dragon. Instead, there was no change in the strength or other numbers from the defeat of the sea dragon.


  The two of them looked at each other and smiled at the new power Ain had acquired again.


  After looking at the status card, Ain prepared himself and then left the room to go to Lloyd and Dill’s room.


  “Hello, you two.”


  They were sitting on the sofa having breakfast when they were startled by the sudden appearance of Ain.


  “Krone, shall we have breakfast, too? Let’s have the food brought to a vacant place.”


  “All right. I’ll go tell the innkeepers.”


  Things were so normal for better or worse that even Lloyd, the former marshal, could not say anything.


  “Hey, Dill.”


  “Eh, ah… yes!”


  “What happened to the corpse of the Upashikamui? It seems to be a useful material or something.”


  “No, that matter is in possession of the royal family!”


  “I understand. I’ll leave the rest to you then.”


  Dill nodded his head, still surprised by the calm talk of the early morning, but as expected.


  At this point, Lloyd opened his mouth.


  “Ain-sama, first of all, let me congratulate you on your recovery.”


  “Thank you. Lloyd-san, you were a great help in the fight against the Upashikamui.”


  “That’s very kind of you to say. So, how are you feeling?”


  “I’ve recovered enough to be able to fight a sea dragon now.”


  “That’s great. I’m so relieved.”


  After a brief exchange, Ain sat down on a vacant sofa.


  “Let’s talk about work after breakfast.”


  “Hmm? You can leave the trivial matters to us…”


  “I’m going to leave some things to you, but I can’t just leave you to go to the former Demon Lord’s territory.”


  “C-could it be that you’re going too…? Even though Warren-dono has left the decision to me, it hasn’t been long since the Upashikamui battle.”


  “I’ve already recovered, and I’m not going to allow myself to continue to rest.”


  “…I disagree. There is no need for Ain-sama to go there.”


  “Really? But I read in Professor Oz’s letter that I should go too.”


  “Yes, that’s true, but… it’s still dangerous.”


  “Count Baltic said it, right? This is the time of year when the monsters are normally calm. The Upashikamui, the source of the commotion, is not around, so it should be safe for me to go.”


  Lloyd couldn’t argue with that.


  If there is no Upashikamui, the presence of the strong monster that lives in the former Demon Lord’s territory that Chris mentioned earlier… then there is no threat to the current group.


  Combined with Oz’s letter, there was no way to come up with a counterargument.


  Then, Dill opened his mouth and said


  “Ain-sama, shouldn’t you be asking around for adventurers in town? I think it would be safer for you to do that with Lady Krone. We’ve already used up all the ammunition in the cannon, after all.”


  “We can prepare ammunition right away. I’m sure Baltic has an abundance of magic stones and metals to work with.”


  This is also true. In the end, Lloyd nodded his head as if he had no choice.


  “You can’t be too hard on yourself, can you?”


  “It’s okay; I’ll follow your instructions. ──So, how tired are you two? How much more rest do the knights need before we can leave?”


  “Dill and I are fine. In fact, the royal knights too. Even though Ain-sama has recovered, it’s no good if we knights are too tired.”


  “Good, then let’s discuss things after breakfast.”


  In the end, the two could not disagree with Ain’s words.


  The crown prince seemed to be steadily getting closer and closer to becoming a king as if this battle had given him a new layer of courage.


   


  

  


   


  Two days later, it was the coldest morning in recent times. It had been a little over three hours since they left town.


  There were only trees and snow as far as the eye could see. Looking up at the sky, there were huge birds and the shadows of wyvern-like monsters, but on the ground, they rarely saw any monsters at all.


  Even though they encountered them a few times along the way, they were scared off by the number of people in the group and ran away.


  “Isn’t everything going too well?”


   


  Ain said, and Lloyd laughed.


  “The other day’s incident with the Upashikamui is probably still fresh in their minds. Even the strongest monsters in the area are hiding in fear of it.”


  “Oh… but it’s been almost three days, right?”


  “They’re monsters, after all. They can hide for weeks if they want to.”


  It’s not that Ain is feeling inadequate. Things were simply going too well, and he was worried that something might go wrong later on.


  “By the way…”


  Dill opened his mouth.


  “I went to Count Baltic’s mansion yesterday. I went to tell him that Ain-sama was leaving for the former Demon Lord’s territory, but he was surprised.”


  “It can’t be helped. We felt the same way.”


  “Right. On that occasion, I also heard the adventurers’ voices, and they said some interesting things.”


  “About me?”


  “Yes. They said that Ain-sama has the capacity to be a king, even surpassing the first king.”


  “Fumu… that’s a bit disrespectful, but I understand.”


  “No, no, no, you shouldn’t say that.”


  Ain rebuked, but Dill and the royal knights agreed with Lloyd’s voice.


  “But I can understand why adventurers admire you.”


  “As I said, Lloyd-san, that’s──”


  “Ain-sama, it is as my father said. In the end, the Upashikamui was dealt with by you alone, and it is human nature to want to compare the two, considering the past.”


  “But that’s just it. There are some people who don’t think it’s a wise idea to compare me with the first king.”


  Lloyd and Dill laughed at the rebuke again.


  They are not trying to put down the first king and lift up Ain. They were simply saying that they thought that Ain’s achievement this time was worth it.


   


  As the group walked bustling about, a tree swayed in front of their gaze. They could see an eight-eyed rabbit’s appearance beside a low tree.


  “Ah!”


  It’s delicious food! Ain, whose appetite was aroused, drew his sword.


  “Boboh!”


  The rabbit let out an unusual cry and disappeared in the blink of an eye. Chasing it is not an option, and he has to give up.


  “Ahhhh! My food!”


  “A-Ain-sama… It’s not food; it’s the eight-eyed rabbit…”


  Dill sighed in exhaustion.


  “I’ve heard they’re delicious, and since I’ve got the chance, I thought I’d hunt them down.”


  “I’ll tell my mother to have the castle stock it, so please let it go this time.”


  “W-what a pity!”


  “You may pursue it, but I’ll let Lady Krone know if you do.”


  “All right, let’s move on.”


  He didn’t want to be told that he was chasing a monster around because of his appetite. He didn’t want to get scolded for it, and more importantly, it was embarrassing.


  “I’m glad you understand.”


  “Hahahahaha! You seem to be enjoying yourself, Ain-Sama ── Mm?”


  “Not that I’m having fun or anything, but… eh… that?”


  “…..”


  Lloyd noticed it first, and at about the same time, Ain also noticed it. Dill was the last to notice.


  “Dill, stay with Ain-sama.”


  “Yes.”


  There is something out there, and although they can’t see it, it’s watching them.


  But.


  “It seems to have disappeared.”


  The sign disappears quickly. It was as if it had never been there in the first place, and all of a sudden, everything seemed to disappear.


  The three of them exchanged glances to see if it was just their imagination.


  “It could be a very cautious beast or a monster.”


  “Yes. Maybe the Upashikamui incident is still lingering in their minds.”


  “Or could it be the eight-eyed rabbit?”


  “Stop it. You’re making me want to chase it.”


  “If you want to chase it, as Dill says, I’ll have to tell Krone-dono… Now, I can see it.”


  Through the gaps in the trees, there was a landscape that looked like a human village that had never existed before. But there is not a single person living there.


  “──It’s true.”


  It had been snowing like feathers, but now it was gone.


  As they approached the former Demon Lord’s territory, the clouds in the sky disappeared, and eventually, a cloudless azure sky spread out.


  “It’s kind of warm.”


  Ain took off the clasp of his winter gear. It’s almost like spring in this part of the area.


   


  With another step forward, the entirety of the former Demon Lord’s territory finally came into view. It was a windless place, the trees were dead, and the air itself was so dark that it seemed gray.


  “So this is the former Demon Lord’s territory.”


  After passing through the forest, there was a ruined city that reminded Ain of a high level of civilization.


  He was about to hold his head in confusion when Ain looked up and noticed a thing at the far end.


  “Is that the White Knight?”


  What Ain said was the name of the castle in the royal capital.


  “Lloyd-san, that’s the Demon Lord castle… isn’t it?”


  “Yes, that’s correct.”


  Why, why does the Demon Lord’s castle resemble the White Knight?


  It’s not just that they look alike; it’s that they almost look like mirrors. The only difference is the color. If the White Knight is called the White Knight, then the Demon Lord’s castle is the Black Knight.


  Even the gates that stand in front of the castle, not to mention the appearance of the castle, seem to be a perfect copy. While Ain was unable to find an answer to his question,he was suddenly overcome with a strong sense of nostalgia.


  “…..I don’t know.”


  But he felt it somehow. He felt like he wanted to walk through this city, to step on the cobblestones in front of him as soon as possible. It made him sad and happy at the same time. He couldn’t put his mind in order, but he was happy to be here.


  “Suu…”


  He took a breath spontaneously.


  He had the impression that this place was colorless as if time had stopped. There is no sound of living things, no wind, and even inorganic matter seems to be dead.


   


  ──This doesn’t seem right.


  These words came to his mind.


  “Could it be that these feelings?”


  It might be that Dullahan and Elder Lich are feeling nostalgic.


  When he thought about it, he felt his chest shake a little. It’s not like they’re trying to take his body like before.


  “Can you lend us your mouth for a word or two?”


   


  Immediately, he felt something well up deep inside of him.


  Had they been awakened? Ain’s mouth opened spontaneously as he prayed, “Don’t go wild this time.”


  He wondered what they would say. But the words that were uttered were very short.


  “”…We’re back.””


  A male and female voice came out of Ain’s mouth at the same time.


  Dill and Lloyd, who were nearby, heard them and guessed that the voices’ owners were Dullahan and Elder Lich.


  The voice was followed by an immediate change.


  “Did the wind blow?”


  Dill muttered, but the change was not over yet. A few buds appeared on the dead trees, and birds began to chirp from somewhere.


  And to top it all off.


  “No way…! The gate that hasn’t been opened for hundreds of years!”


  A sound like the ground’s rumbling echoed through the air, and the gate in front of the Demon Lord’s castle opened. It was as if the former Demon Lord’s territory itself had come to life, a strange phenomenon that could not be described in words.


   


  From the time the group set foot in the former Demon Lord’s territory until now at night, there had been no problems that would be considered serious, and it had been quiet.


  Currently, they are preparing for the camp. As expected, they couldn’t bring themselves to use the remaining ruins, much less enter the opened castle of the Demon Lord.


  Therefore, the group prepared for the encampment straightforwardly.


  In the tent that had been prepared, Ain lay down on the bed.


  “Magic tools are amazing.”


  Even though it was a simple bed, it was reasonably comfortable. The tent is more opulent than most lodgings. All of these are magic tools, and they are made with the latest technology from the magic city of Ist.


  The inside of the tent was about eight tatami mats in size, so there was nothing to complain about. There was no shortage of places to relax after today’s march in preparation for tomorrow’s full-scale investigation.


  Suddenly, he heard the sound of metal scraping outside the tent.


  “Hmm?”


  It was the footsteps of a knight in armor, a familiar sound to Ain.


  “Who is it? What’s going on?”


  As he walked toward the entrance, Ain heard a new sound. It was the sound of something huge falling to the ground.


  Thinking there was some kind of incident, he rushed out of the tent.


  “…What is this?”


  What Ain’s eyes saw were two huge white lumps.


  “Is this the eight-eyed rabbits…?”


  The two bodies, which did not move a muscle, had a single scar around their necks when he looked closely at them. They were already cold when he touched them. There was no sign of blood coming out of them, perhaps because the blood had been drained.


  “I wonder who hunted it….. No. Who brought it here?”


  There was no one around, only Ain standing alone.


  “…Dear everyone in the royal capital. I’ve encountered a poltergeist in the former Demon Lord’s territory.”


  For now, he went to call Lloyd and the others. He had to ask them if they knew anything about it.


   


  A little while later, in front of the tent where Ain was staying.


  “What a neat kill.”


  Lloyd let out an exclamation of admiration when he saw the eight-eyed rabbit in front of the tent.


  They had already asked the royal knights about it, but none of them had hunted it.


  “Only a flash of a cut on the neck. There are no signs of poisoning, just a single cut on the neck that shows that it’s life was taken… It’s a real work of art.”


  “I see. I’m glad to see that I’m being welcomed in the former Demon Lord’s territory. Don’t you think so, Dill?”


  “I’m sorry, but I don’t think so. It just seems too dangerous.”


  “Well, I feel the same way as Dill, but… I just don’t know what to do.”


  “Well, let’s just eat it for now.”


  “…U-umu?”


  “Lloyd-san said it was delicious.”


  As he said that, Lloyd looked at Dill and was confused.


  “Father, it’s Ain-sama after all, so it can’t be helped.”


  “Right. I know it’s not poisoned because I touched it, so we can all eat it.”


  Is that really a good idea, or is there really no trap?


  With the two of them still unable to decide, Ain put out his illusory hand and hung up the eight-eyed rabbit.


  “Can you handle it, Lloyd-san?”


  “It’s not that difficult, but… Sigh, very well.”


  “Fa-Father! Are you sure about this?”


  “The trap quality is low. Now that we know that there are no harmful poisons thanks to Ain-sama, why don’t we just eat them?”


  “It’ll boost everyone’s morale.”


  There is no difference between a good meal and a bad meal.


  Lloyd drew his sword and put it to the fur of the eight-eyed rabbit.


  “Well, Dill, go talk to the others. We need to build a fire and roast them.”


  “…..Sigh. I understand.”


  Dill, still not fully convinced, headed for the royal knights.


  “This one will be good if you put salt on it. Please take a look.”


  Whatever the case may be, Ain was now looking forward to eating this meat. He swallowed his saliva when he saw it.


  “This is not good. I have to eat every last bit of it.”


  It was already time for the evening meal, but everyone enjoyed the delicious meal, including the royal knights.


  Everyone, without exception, returned to their tents feeling satisfied, their bellies full of food they would not normally be able to enjoy. Ain was no different, and after lying down in his tent, he left for the dream world with a happy smile on his face.


   


  

  


   


  When Ain woke up, he found an unfamiliar ceiling.


  The room was dimly lit, and if the woman he loved had been there, he might have gotten into a good mood, but ─ well, that’s enough escaping reality for now.


  “…Can someone please tell me where I am? Where is this place?”


  As he sat up, he realized that he was lying on the couch. At least he knew he was not in a tent.


  He looked around and saw all the artistic furniture. The room was carpeted in black.


  Suddenly, the door of the room started to open.


  What came in front of Ain, who was bracing himself?


  “Oya. Are you awake?”


  “──A-Armor!?”


  The armor has blue streaks all over its body. The face is also covered by a helmet, so it is impossible to see the face.


  “Yes, my body is armor. …Now, please drink this first.”


  The mysterious armor placed a single teacup beside Ain and stood quietly away from him.


  “…What’s this?”


  “Oops, my bad. I’ve just brought you tea made from the leaves of the elder tree.”


  As Ain was thinking about this amazing creature, the armor said,


  “This is a Huorn that has lived for nearly a thousand years. It is a precious ingredient, but we have prepared it for someone like you. Please enjoy it.”


  “…I don’t know what that means, but I’ll take it.”


  If he didn’t drink it, the conversation would go nowhere.


  Let’s just get on with it. Even if it’s poisoned, it won’t work ── that was just an excuse, though.


  The truth is, he didn’t feel like he could escape. Because the armor in front of him seemed to be more powerful than Lloyd. Not only could he not find a single opening, but it seemed as if it could take Ain’s head at any moment.


  So, Ain sipped at the cup as if he were giving up.


  “Ah… delicious.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. If you can calm your mind, you will be able to return to your knight immediately.”


  “I-is that so? Where is this place?”


  It was not the time to be relaxed by the taste of the tea.


  “If you promise to drink up the tea, I’ll let you know.”


  It was unpleasant to be stuck in the middle of it, but it was unavoidable when everything was unknown.


  “All right. I’ll drink it, so just tell me.”


  “Very well. Now… where should I start?”


  “Start from the beginning, of course.”


  Then the armor comes a few steps closer.


  “The first reason I brought you here is to warn you. It is best not to use Ramza-sama’s or Misty-sama’s techniques in this area.”


  “Sorry, could you be more specific?”


  “I apologize… I was referring to Ramza-sama the Dullahan and Misty-sama the Elder Lich.”


  “Oh, so you’re saying I shouldn’t have used my illusory hand?”


  “As you may have guessed, yes. Your vessel is still too unstable. We must prevent accidents from happening.”


  Ain nodded his head as he sipped his tea.


  “I apologize for forcing you to come with me.”


  The first impression of the armor was that he was strangely polite.


  Then Ain asked.


  “By any chance, were you the one who brought the eight-eyed rabbits?”


  “Yes. I saw you in the forest, regretting that you let it escape.”


  “Oh… so that gaze at that time?”


  “Yes, that was me too.”


  Ain understood from this reply.


  The mysterious presence that Chris had mentioned before was not the Upashikamui. The owner of that presence was the armor in front of him, and it had never been defeated.


  “I apologize for the late introduction.”


  The armor straightens its back and speaks in a dignified manner.


  “My name is Marco, and I am the vice commander of the Demon Lord’s royal knight, also known as the Black Knights. My race is undead, a Living Armor.”


  Every single word caught Ain’s interest.


  (That means this place is…)


  It’s almost certainly in the Demon Lord’s castle. In other words, Ain has been kidnapped into the Demon Lord’s castle.


  It was difficult to find out his true intentions, but he decided to take advantage of the situation.


  “Marco-dono.”


  “No, you can call me Marco.”


  “Marco, then. What do you mean I’m unstable?”


  “The only explanation I can give you is that your vessel is not fixed. I’m sorry I can’t explain it better.”


  “Vessel…? Vessel, huh? Vessel…”


  Marco didn’t seem to be hiding anything, and Ain can feel that he was speaking the truth. So, even if he asks more about it, he will not get the answer he wants.


  “All right, let’s leave it at that. Well, next. Can you tell me about the accident that needs to be prevented?”


  At this point, Marco’s voice changed to a serious tone.


  “It could cause your core to go out of control as Her Majesty did.”


  The one that came to Ain’s mind when he said that was the Demon Lord.


  “You mean I might lose my mind and go berserk like the Demon Lord Arche?”


  “That’s correct. The curse of that beast has not completely disappeared in this land yet. So please forgive me if I speak of it.”


  “Beast…?”


  He wondered for a moment, but as soon as he recalled the purpose of his investigation, it clicked into his mind.


  “I guess you get the idea.”


  “Yeah, I’m afraid so.”


  Just in time, Ain gulped down the remaining tea.


  “The leaves of the elder tree have a calming effect on the mind. It also has a psychic defense effect, which is especially good in a case like this.”


  Marco said, folding his knees beside Ain.


  “Why? Why did you bother to warn me that I was going out of control, and why did you protect me?”


  What’s the point of caring about him like this? A question arose in Ain’s mind.


  When the Demon Lord ran amok, they were enemies, so why should he go to this much trouble to help him?


  “Is that what you were thinking? It is only natural for a knight to serve the royal family.”


  “You’re not wrong, but I’m royalty of Ishtalika.”


  So there is no need to stand up so much; Ain thought he had said so.


  But Marco opened his mouth in a strange way.


  “Y-yes. So, I will serve the royal family of Ishtalika. I think it’s a natural thing.”


  “…That’s a wonderful chivalry spirit.”


  Or should that be other countries? He can be polite even to the royalty in such a different position. This is a chivalrous spirit that can only be described as brilliant.


  But again, Ain thought that the two people who dwell in him must have an effect on Marco.


  In any case, Dullahan, who was a member of the Demon Lord’s entourage, and the Elder Lich. It is more likely that Marco, who was the vice commander of the Demon Lord’s royal knights, would have welcomed Ain graciously and given him advice.


  “I am honored by your praise.”


  At any rate, it’s safe to say that Marco is not an enemy.


  “You need to be extra careful. That beast has been waiting for you to return, after all. Your presence was essential for it to settle its grudge against the royal family of Ishtalika.”


  “Waiting for me?”


  “Yes. The other day, it was the same with the Upashikamui. It was originally the lord of this area. But the curse from that beast caused it to lose its mind, and it hid in the mountains until you came along. Originally, I would have come to defeat it, but… I’m sorry. I can’t leave the castle for a long time for some reason.”


  “W-well, you’re a knight of the Demon Lord’s castle, after all… Yeah. But, do you mean it about the Red Fox? Does this mean that all of this was aimed at me, even the manipulation of Sage in Ist?”


  “…I don’t know what that beast is planning to do now.”


  “But it’s after me and the royal family? That doesn’t make much sense.”


  “I think it was all inevitable.”


  While he avoided saying it explicitly, the words strongly shook Ain’s mind.


  “You are still too unstable to know much. Please be strong. And you have to know everything.”


  Oh, it’s the vessel again. It’s a word that he is quite familiar with these days. But what exactly is a vessel? The word is too abstract to understand.


  “You seem to be much calmer now, so let me show you out.”


  Without answering, Marco opened the door and invited Ain to follow him.


   


  When he stepped outside, the sun was setting, and he could tell that not much time had passed.


  It’s not exactly the Demon Lord’s castle that Ain was in. It was a room in a kind of training center for knights in the royal capital, probably the room used by Marco, the vice commander.


  “I think it’s best not to go into the castle yet. You should not enter the castle until your vessel is mature.”


  His mind had been read, and a look of embarrassment appeared on Ain’s face.


  “If you want to find out more about that beast, I suggest you go to the south of the continent. They are targeting you and the rest of the royal family of Ishtalika, but in order to find out how they will reach out to you, you will have to move by yourself.”


  “To the south?”


  “Yes. After the great war, they went south and sailed from the human’s port there.”


  “…That’s.”


  The story connected a little. It reminds him of the case in Euro, where the Red Foxes are regarded as guardian deities on that continent.


  And the human port in the south is definitely the port city of Magna.


  “They’ve even secretly prepared a ship for them ── They’re so well prepared, they’re really a wonderful race.”


  “Wonderful, you say? The Red Fox?”


  Ain tilted his head at the unconnected words of praise.


  “It’s a strange thing to say, but they did mess around with the Demon Lord. I think they’re like the plague gods that plunged Ishtalika into chaos.”


  “That is…! You should never say that!”


  “…..”


  “They watched over you closely and supported you with their brilliant minds! I do not love them… love, love…”


  Suddenly, Marco fell to his knees. He pulled out the dagger he carried at his waist.


  “Nuuaaaaaaaa!”


  He stabbed the leg armor once, twice, and then more than ten times.


  “Hah… hah… Did you see that?”


  Marco looked up at Ain, out of breath.


  What happened just now is probably the curse.


  It’s a cursed power of the Red Fox, which makes one lose one’s ego and go berserk.


  (Even the Demon Lord went berserk, but who could resist that curse?)


  While calmly analyzing the situation, Ain gulped at the change that had just occurred.


  At the same time, he understood. This Marco is a stronger individual than the Upashikamui.


  “I also understand now the danger of losing my ego; thank you for saving me.”


  The curse that caused the Demon Lord to run amok had also affected her subordinates.


  “Hey, don’t you feel lonely being alone in the Demon Lord’s castle?”


  “That’s very kind of you. But don’t worry about it. I have a very important mission.”


  “I see… Well, there’s one last thing I need to know.”


  “…Whatever you want.”


  “I think several people have been investigating this place over the years. How is it that you didn’t harm those people?”


  From Marco’s point of view, it was not surprising that they felt like thieves.


  It’s not like they came with the power of Dullahan and the others, like this time, and he wondered how he overlooked those who stepped into the former Demon Lord’s territory with their feet on the ground.


  “There is one promise that the citizens of this place must keep.”


  Marco thought about the past. He seemed to be in a lighter mood, almost like an old man, calm and gentle.


  “What is the promise…”


  The promise was a very nice and smiling one.


  In the end, Ain smiled and expressed his sincere gratitude for the encounter with Marco.


  When they were parting ways, he said, “This way. This was mine in the past, but it would be good if you make a sword with it.” He was given a small wooden box, which Ain curiously held in his hand, and left the Demon Lord’s castle.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The sky was already just before sunset.


  After walking for a while, Ain saw Lloyd and Dill.


  Both of them seemed to be looking for Ain, and they rushed over to him with a devilish expression.


  “Ain-sama! Are you okay?”


  “I’m sorry, Dill. I was taken away for a while.”


  “T-taken…?”


  “Anyway, I’m glad you’re okay. I’ll take my punishment accordingly, so… where have you been?”


  “In the grounds of the… Demon Lord’s castle.”


  He continued to tell them about what had happened and what he had encountered.


  “I think it’s because of the two people that live inside of me. That’s why he welcomed me and helped me.”


  “…I suppose you’re right.”


  “He also gave me some souvenirs and was a chivalrous monster. I think he deserves a lot of respect.”


  “B-but, Ain-sama! If that’s the case, why didn’t he attack the investigation team so far? Since Ain-sama wasn’t present, it wouldn’t have been surprising if he had attacked them, would it?”


  “I’ve also asked him about the reason for that, but it seems he was just following the Demon Lord Arche’s words.”


  This is a cute reason why Ain smiled when he heard from Marco earlier.


  “He said that he had been told that he had to get along with everyone.”


  For a moment, Lloyd and Dill had serious faces, but the next moment, they couldn’t help but smile.


  “It’s very similar to His Majesty the First’s “no invasion” policy. Huh? That might mean we were following the Demon Lord’s orders as well.”


  It was a strange thing for the Demon Lord to say, but he couldn’t help but feel a connection.


  On the way to the tent, Ain rebuked the two, who kept apologizing for the fact that Ain had been taken away. It was something that could not have been prevented in the first place.


  Marco, who was an executive in the Demon Lord’s army, was definitely strong and could be expected to be from a different dimension.


  But it was an unusual encounter.


  Ain looked up at the sky, where the stars had begun to appear, and steeled himself to do his best again tomorrow.


   


  Chapter 6 – A Lively Blacksmith And His Apprentice


  It was past noon, about three days after their departure, when the former Demon Lord’s territory investigation team returned to town.


  After returning to the inn and exchanging a few words with Krone, Ain bathed in hot water, and after leaving the bathroom, he met her, who was waiting for him on the sofa.


  On the table in front of the sofa, there is a cold drink for Ain and a wooden box.


  Ain sat down facing Krone.


  “I heard it was an amazing souvenir.”


  “Yeah, I didn’t know what it was either, but I was surprised when Lloyd-san told me about it in the former Demon Lord’s territory.”


  Then Ain put his hand on the lid of the wooden box. When he took off the lid, he found that it contained a helmet.


  “The living armor molts only once in its life. The armor will disappear, but the helmet will remain and become material. It seems that it is considered a national treasure, something that is not found in Ishtalika today.”


  “…You were more welcomed than I imagined.”


  “I think the reason for this is because of the Dullahan and Elder Lich that resides inside me.”


  Krone observed the helmet quietly.


  It was sturdy and large in appearance, and like Marco’s, it was an odd-looking helmet with striations. It was so light that it could be lifted with Krone’s strength. Lloyd said that it was much harder than the scales of the Upashikamui.


  “Marco told me that I could use this to make a sword.”


  “But I’m a little worried.”


  “I guess so. There’s something about having too much power.”


  “No, it’s not that. What I was thinking was that it would be hard to find a craftsman who could process it. Fortunately, Baltic is also a sacred place for blacksmiths, so there may be someone who can process it…”


  “Should we ask Count Baltic?”


  “Yes, I think that would be a good idea.”


  When the conversation was decided, Ain took a breath.


  Thinking about it, the Upashikamui showed up even before going to the former Demon Lord’s territory, and for the first time in a long time, the atmosphere of finally being able to relax loosened his strength.


  “Can I take a nap for a while?”


  “No problem, I’ll wake you up after a while.”


  “Thanks. Okay, just for a little while.”


  Walking barefoot on the comfortable carpet, Ain stepped into the bedroom.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  At noon of the next day, Count Baltic came to the inn.


  “Please take this letter of introduction with you. I assure you that you will not be treated lightly.”


  When he heard that Ain was looking for a blacksmith, he came already prepared with a letter of introduction. He greeted Ain at the entrance of the inn and handed him the letter of introduction that he had just signed.


  “Thank you for your help.”


  “That’s very kind of you. However… The craftsman mentioned in the letter of introduction is very skilled, but I can’t guarantee his language skills. I hope you can tolerate him.”


  “I don’t mind; I’m the one asking, after all.”


  Well, it’s typical, isn’t it?


  When it comes to a skilled and rugged blacksmith, it can be quite exciting.


  “Your Highness, will you be leaving now?”


  Krone, who was standing next to him, asked.


  It was told in advance that Ain had a whole day free in his schedule today. It’s because he had just returned from the former Demon Lord’s territory.


  “Hmm…”


  Ain glanced at the view from the window. The weather in Baltic was bad today. In other words, it was snowing so hard that it was a pain to walk around.


  But his time here was limited, and he didn’t feel like making it a day of rest. In addition, compared to the way to the former Demon Lord’s territory… He was able to compromise.


  “Let’s do that.”


  “Be careful; it’s rough out there. Well, I’ll take my leave now.”


  Count Baltic bowed neatly and left the inn.


  “The blacksmith he introduced you to is said to be the best blacksmith in Baltic.”


  “Hee… That’s great.”


  “But he’s a bit eccentric and selective in his work. I hope he’ll accept Ain’s request.”


  Although Ain was a little nervous, he had no choice but to make the blacksmith like him.


  They quickly returned to the room and began to prepare for their departure.


  With Lloyd and Dill as their escorts, they set out for the snowy town of Baltic.


  Fortunately, the snow had slowed down a bit.


  Ain is now in an area where many buildings are lined up in a row. The buildings are made of heavy stone, and he is impressed by the craftsmanship everywhere he looks.


  If the weather was nice, he could enjoy the scenery as a tourist attraction.


  This place was called Craftsman Street, and despite the snowstorm, it was crowded with blacksmiths and adventurers.


  “Speaking of which, how did it go with you, Krone?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I was just wondering if you had any information about Viscount Sage and monsterization.”


  “…I’m sorry, there was some information, but it was too complicated for me. When we return to the royal capital, I will ask Katima-sama to scrutinize it.”


  “The investigation of the former Demon Lord’s territory was similar, so don’t worry about it.”


  “But Ain brought information, didn’t he?”


  “Yes, yes, I was kidnapped, though.”


  They looked at each other and laughed, and Krone was grateful for Ain’s concern.


  “What was the blacksmith’s name again?”


  “Mouton, that’s his name.”


  The blacksmith’s name was Mouton, and Ain thought it sounded warm.


  “Mmm, Krone-dono. Isn’t that the store?”


  “Um… it looks like it. The sign says Mouton Shop.”


  “Well, the store looks rather indescribable, isn’t it?”


  The building itself was small and rundown compared to the famous stores that lined the street.


  For some reason, there was dried meat hanging at the entrance, the sign was slanted, and there was no sense of motivation in the store.


  “I’ll go in first. And you, Dill, you will stand guard in front of the store.”


  “Understood.”


  “No, I’m the one who came to ask for help, so I’ll go first.”


  “But…”


  “I can handle it. So, I’ll go ── Excuse me.”


  When he opened the door, the scent of charcoal and iron was followed by a loud conversation.


  “You idiot! I told you to use your arms and swing! I’m going to grill you, you stupid idiot!”


  “M-master? It’s Master who told me that using my legs would give me more power!”


  Stunned, Ain’s attention was caught by a pair of lively people.


  The man who was shouting was about the same size as Katima but with strong arms and a hairy chest. His beard was clean-shaven, and his face was as masculine and attractive as his body.


  The next woman’s voice was that of a different species.


  Supple muscles covered her feathered legs. Sharp claws sprouted from the tips of her feet, and when looking at her upper body, she had a single large wing on each of her arms.
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  “That woman is of the Harpy race…”


  “She’s holding a mallet with her foot; what’s that?”


  “I think it’s because her feet give her more power.”


  However, holding a mallet with a sharp claw is very uncomfortable.


  “Aah! There is no way I am saying that! Just try to lift it with your feathers!”


  “I’ll do it! See! What do you think?”


  Ain and the others were watching the exchange between the two without their knowledge.


  The harpy girl managed to lift the mallet with her wings and swing it down to the anvil. Her desperation was evident, but it was still not as powerful as before.


  “You…don’t underestimate blacksmithing! What’s with that gutless swinging? You’ve got great legs, so grab and swing with them, you bastard!”


  “Master! I’m getting confused now!”


  It seems that the master is quite unreasonable, but he must be the blacksmith called Mouton.


  It was funny to watch the exchange, but he couldn’t stay like this forever.


  “Um… Excuse me?”


  “Ah? Who the hell are you, and where did you come from?”


  “There’s no other door but… I mean, we’ve not even entered yet.”


  Krone interrupted them spontaneously and poked Ain in the stomach.


  “From the door? Well, I guess you are right…”


  “I’ve got a letter of introduction from Count Baltic. May I come in?”


  “Yes, come in, come in. I’ll be serving you grilled chicken in a little while.”


  “Hey… Master? Is that me?”


  “Oh, Ememe! Go make some tea! It’s been a long time since I’ve had a customer!”


  “I don’t know what’s going on, but it’s okay!”


  The harpy, who was called Ememe, left her seat with a whoosh.


  Ain heard that he was a skilled blacksmith, but what did he mean when he said he hadn’t had a customer in a long time?


  “Your face looks like you have some complaints. …I choose my customers, or rather the materials. That’s why it’s so difficult for customers to come to me. Don’t worry; it’s not that my skills are bad. And as you know, my name is Mouton. I’m just a blacksmith who’s too good for the job. Gahahahahah!”


  “I’m──.”


  Then Mouton stopped Ain from telling his name with his hand.


  “You’re the crown prince, right? The one beside you is from the Glacier family. I’m sure that that armor is used by the head of that family.”


  After blinking a few times, Lloyd smiled and spoke to Mouton.


  “Do you know it, Mouton-dono?”


  “Of course I know. That armor, after all, is actually my…”


  That’s a very romantic thing to say.


  “My second cousin made the armor!”


  Romance is a fine line that could not exist in this case. If it had been his own brother, it would have been fine, but it would have been difficult to react if it had been his second cousin.


  As proof of this, behind Lloyd, both Ain and Krone were equally unable to keep their mouths closed.


  “I’m sorry to keep you waiting, customers! Huh? What is this atmosphere?”


  Even though the apprentice who had been subjected to unreasonable eyes came back, the atmosphere remained the same.


  “Anyway, just show me the material. With what do you want me to make a sword? I don’t want to disrespect the boy’s introduction, but I want to see the material before I decide if I’m going to take the job.”


  When it came to the subject of work, Mouton’s gaze sharpened as if he was inspecting the product.


  “The material is in here. Please check.”


  Lloyd handed Mouton a wooden box he had carried with him.


  “Your Highness, you don’t mind if I open it, do you?”


  “Of course.”


  “You’re very confident. As expected of the crown prince, eh? I hear the material you bring in is quite good.”


  ” ..I just got it by chance. I was just lucky.”


  It’s not just a matter of luck, but it’s a coincidence.


  If he had not used the illusory hand, he would not have met the knight named Marco.


  “I see. Then I will open it without holding back.”


  Mouton reached into the box and put his hand on the lid of the wooden box.


  For some reason, Ememe, who was floating in the rear, was more nervous than Mouton himself, which was interesting.


  As everyone watches, the contents of the box are finally revealed.


  “Oh… hey, hey, hey, no way, this is…”


  “M-master!”


  He must have realized what it was right away. He called himself a skilled blacksmith, so it’s not surprising that he knew something about this material.


  “Ememe, did you notice it too…?”


  “Yes!”


  His disciple, Ememe, was quite competent.


  “…Then, Master. What’s this?”


  It’s a good punch line; he has to say.


  “You know, I’ve been wondering for a while if you really are just a bird?”


  “E-excuse me! No matter how you look at me, I’m a harpy!”


  “Geez! The only thing impressive about you is your wings!”


  “Awawawa… Master? Even if you’re suddenly courting me, there are some things that need to be prepared.”


  (I see. So, for the harpy, complimenting the wings is an act of courtship.)


  He felt like he would never have the chance to use this knowledge again in the future.


  “Stop wiggling, you idiot! Geez, I’m sorry, Your Highness.”


  “Ah, yes. I don’t mind, so don’t worry about it.”


  It was rather interesting in its own way, and Ain didn’t feel bad about it.


  It’s rude to talk about it, of course, so he kept it to himself.


  “Let’s put this idiot aside and get back to the topic. If I’m right, this material is… from the living armor, right?”


  “You guessed it.”


  “I see… It’s a material that seems to have a lot of circumstances, but it’s also very mannered. I’m not going to ask you where you got this.”


  “…I’d appreciate it if you did.”


  “This is the kind of thing that should not be put out in the open. A stupid rich man spends on stupid things. A foolish man who is blinded by greed will do something equally foolish. This is the kind of thing that could create such a fate.”


  Get rich quick. Pride. It is the nature of adventurers and the rich to have many desires mixed up.


  This town is known for the many adventurers who gather here to become rich, and there must have been a number of such fools.


  “I’m willing to take the job. But, you know, to process this, I need to move the magic stone furnace. Therefore, it will cost you a ridiculous amount of money to process it; if that’s okay with you, I’ll take it.”


  “What’s a magic stone furnace?”


  “Not many places have them, but it’s the one over there.”


  There was a black, rugged furnace at the direction of which Mouton pointed his thick fingers.


  “The principle is simple. Use the magic stone as raw material to create a ridiculously hot fire. Without it, it would be impossible to process material like this.”


  It was a simple principle, but at the same time, he understood that it would require a lot of money. There was no telling how much money would be needed or if it could be authorized here.


  Krone walked up next to Ain, who was lost in thought.


  “Mouto-dono. Excuse me, but how much money will be needed?”


  “Hmm? Ah… well, at least five.”


  Ain thanked Krone for asking on his behalf. Five million might be manageable. Ain found hope in that.


  However, the story was not that simple.


  “I understand, 50 million G, correct?”


  “You know exactly what I’m talking about, girl! Another 20 million G will be charged for the technical fee!”


  This is not good. Ain surrendered, but Krone continued.


  “Ara, the technical fee is an add-on, isn’t it?”


  “The material is the material. If I could be of service, I would not feel bad. This guy needs some blood service.”


  “All right, then. Then the total amount will be 70 million Gs.”


  “Hey, wait a minute, Krone! That’s a lot of money!”


  “I know. What’s wrong with that?”


  “What’s wrong with that, you say… I mean, if we decide to do this without permission, we’ll be in trouble.”


  What on earth is this guy talking about? Krone’s expression is probably saying that right now.


  “I’m aware of the budget that Ain can spend. So it’s not a problem.”


  “Wait, I didn’t know that. I didn’t hear that I had a budget like that!”


  “I mean, how can the crown prince not have a budget?”


  “I know what you’re saying, but…”


  “In addition, you defeated a sea dragon in the past. Almost a whole dragon was given to Ain. That’s why Ain has more money to spend than he thinks. Do you understand?”


  This was something he had never heard of before. If his assistant, Krone, knows about it, that’s fine, but if he doesn’t, that’s also frustrating.


  “Then, what about the material for the hilt?”


  “Lloyd here has an idea about that. For the hilt and other parts, it would be best to use the material of the sea dragon. Otherwise, it will not match the material of the living armor.”


  “Oh, I think that’s a good idea!”


  “Krone, aren’t you jumping to conclusions?”


  Krone then put her face to Ain’s ear and whispered.


  “It’s a good opportunity. It’s never a good thing when the crown prince doesn’t even have his own sword until now.”


  “Did someone say that to you, by any chance?”


  “Yes, Warren-sama said you could make one whenever the opportunity arises.”


  It means that the only person who didn’t know was him.


  If this is the case, he would like to look forward to the completion of the sword.


  He’s so excited that he’ll probably have a great sword.


  “So, where is the material for the sea dragon?”


  “Actually, it’s in the royal capital.”


  Lloyd’s reply was met with some hesitation by Mouton.


  “Hmm… I wonder what to do about that. I’m not saying that I don’t trust the people in the royal capital, but I want to believe what I see with my own eyes. That’s why I like to select the materials myself…”


  It’s an admirable craftsmanship, but the distance from Baltic to the capital is far. It’s not an easy distance to travel back and forth, but how can it be done?


  “Master! I’ve got a better idea!”


  “What the heck did you come up with that bird head of yours?”


  “Did you just say “bird” again? Good grief! It really is a good idea! Now, a question for you, Master! How many customers have you had in the last two years?”


  “Nahahahahah! That’s easy, you idiot!”


  Although Ain doesn’t understand what’s so funny, Mouton bursts into laughter and pats Ememe on the head. Ememe seems to be enjoying it.


  “Zero people!”


  Boom, the sound effect of a firework going off seems to suit him well.


  For some reason, he put his hands on his hips and proudly said that he had zero customers, which was refreshing.


  Ain had no choice but to be curious as to how he lived his life.


  “So, let’s open a store in the royal capital for a while!”


  “You got a good head for a bird, huh? This town is cold all year round, after all! Is that right?”


  “That’s right, Master! It’s so cold in Baltic; I don’t even recognize it!”


  “Right! Now that I think about it, the guests from two years ago were just taking shelter from the rain! So, Glacier, when you’re ready, we’ll head to the royal capital, and I’ll make the selection, okay?”


  “…Ah, yeah. Of course, I don’t mind.”


  In a word, it is momentum.


  Even Lloyd was pressured and could only give a vague answer.


  “Um… Mouton-san? Does that mean you can make me a sword in the royal capital?”


  “Yes. It’s cold here, and it’s easier on the body if it’s warm and comfortable.”


  “But, Mouton-san, what are you going to do with the magic stone furnace?”


  “Just disassemble it and reassemble it all over again!”


  “U-umu. All right.”


  “If I wanted to, I’d get an advanced magic stone circulator, but I’m not going to push it. You need to go to Ist for that…”


  Ain didn’t know the technical details, but it seems that if you go to Ist, they have a furnace that can do that.


  Suddenly, Krone put her hand to her lips.


  She seemed to be thinking about something, and when she looked up, she gave Ain a look. Knowing it was best to leave it to her, Ain immediately nodded back.


  “Mouton-sama, do you know anything about the August Trading Company?”


  “Oh? Of course, I know. It’s a big company that takes care of even the craftsmen in this town nowadays.”


  “…Actually, I’m the granddaughter of the chairman of that company.”


  Mouton’s eyebrows lifted when he heard the words.


  “I don’t like to talk about things in a complicated way. So I’ll make it clear. If you need anything, my family’s trading company can provide you with everything you need.”


  The confident expression on Krone’s face was full of persuasion.


  “Everything, huh… I’m sorry, little girl, but what do you mean by everything?”


  “Literally everything. Arranging for housing, purchasing land, preparing the necessary equipment. As well as transporting all the necessary supplies for the move.”


  “Oh. Will you arrange for the money?”


  “Yes, I promise.”


  Mouton stood up hurriedly.


  Ain wondered what he was going to do, but Mouton began to rummage through the nearby shelves.


  “Where was it?”


  He seemed to be looking for something, and Ememe immediately went over and helped him.


  It took a few minutes of lively searching to find what they were looking for. Mouton found what he was looking for and came over to Krone with soot on his cheeks.


  “This is it! I’ll leave the rest to you then!”


  He handed her a piece of paper and a strangely well-made seal.


  “Y-you mean you’ll leave it to me…?”


  “You can go to the guild and get the money it says there. I’ll give you the stamp, and you can get me a brand new house and everything, including the money for the furnace!”


  As expected, Krone was confused and looked at Ain.


  It was probably more expensive than she thought. She seemed to be wondering how she should tell Mouton about it without embarrassing him.


  But nothing came to mind when dealing with this Mouton, and she looked at the paper she received.


  “──?”


  “Oh, what? Was it not enough?”


  It was only natural that there was a shortage if there had been no customers for three years. But that’s not what surprised Krone.


  “Even with a house in a prestigious location and a newly renovated furnace, there’s still plenty of change…”


  “Well, then, please, I’ll just use it up! Hahahaha!”


  “I’ll have someone from the Trading Company come by shortly to give you the details.”


  “Yeah! I’ll be waiting!”


  Mouton finished with, “I’m going to give you the best sword!” his


  The three of them left the store, and Mouton, who he had heard was eccentric, was a very pleasant man.


  The three of them left the store and met up with Dill. As they walked out, Krone came up next to Ain and whispered in his ear.


  “Hey, how much do you think the latest furnace costs?”


  “I have no idea, but I’m guessing 10 million G’s.”


  Krone shook her head.


  “It costs several tens of times that. Buying a house in a prime location in the royal capital would cost twice that amount… The budget he showed me earlier had room for even more than that.”


  How much money did he make, Ain wondered, his mouth hanging open?


  But Mouton is said to be the best blacksmith in Baltic.


  It’s no wonder he’s making so much money; he’s managed to stay in business for three years with no customers.


  “He must be a great guy…”


  As Ain looked up at the sky, the snow had stopped.


  He had thought about it a few times, but he really hadn’t had any free time since he came to Baltic. Ain looked forward to the day when his sword would be ready and walked down the road to the inn.


   


  

  


   


  Two days after asking Mouton to make a sword for him.


  Finally, the second investigation into the former Demon Lord’s territory was decided, and Ain was enthusiastic, but unfortunately, it ended in vain.


  At the inn, in a room they had rented for discussions.


  “Oh, why would I be staying at the inn?”


  Then Lloyd says with a wry smile and a soothing tone.


  “The results are good enough already… After all, knowing that the Red Fox had crossed the sea from the port city of Magna, the investigation of the Red Fox can be said to have achieved a certain amount of success.”


  “Even so, what about the investigation of the monsterization?”


  “In addition to myself and Dill, the royal knights will go. It’s dangerous for Ain-sama to go too.”


  “…You mean about Marco?”


  “Yes. We still don’t know what’s out there, so I don’t think you should go any further.”


  Ain was weak when he said that. There is no way to avoid the danger, and the only way is to agree to it.


  “In other words, Ain-sama, Dill and I will not be by your side. So the royal knights will stay by your side, but please refrain from going out unnecessarily.”


  “Ah, that’s right… Yeah, I guess I have no choice.”


  “Please do the work that you can do at the inn with Lady Krone. It may be boring to deal with the guild with all those documents, but please bear with it this time.”


  He had no choice but to nod his head in agreement.


  He had been so busy lately that he hadn’t fully recovered from his fatigue. He thought of it as a vacation and decided to stay quietly at the inn.


   


  A little while later, the place shifted to Ain’s room.


  Krone was working on some paperwork at the table, and Ain was watching her.


  “Hey.”


  “Yes? What is it?”


  The look in Krone’s eyes showed that she was a little tired.


  “What do you think it means to be a vessel?”


  “I think it means something other than, for example, containing something?”


  “I think so. In my case, I think it means a vessel for the king or something like that.”


  This has been a bit of a problem for him lately.


  In the case of the Upashikamui, he was told that he might have the capacity to surpass the first king, and Marco was told that he didn’t have enough capacity yet.


  “What is the capacity of a king?”


  “To be able to lead the people and serve the future of the country. I think there are so many more important things…”


  She couldn’t find a clear answer either and smiled bitterly.


  “I don’t know if that’s the case… I guess I just came out with something strange all of a sudden.”


  “It’s okay. I’m your assistant, after all.”


  “You’ve been a great help, really.”


  “Fufu… Yeah. I do my best to take care of you.”


  Then Ain’s hand reached out unconsciously.


  The direction of it was Krone’s head. Ain stroked her hair gently, half-conscious.


  “──Ain?”


  His eyes widened in surprise, but he quickly narrowed them in an affectionate way.


  “Oh, I…I’m sorry. You seemed like you wanted a compliment.”


  This is an excuse for not being able to say that he was spaced out.


  “…Is that a reward?”


  “A reward, huh… I guess so.”


  Smiling happily, Krone folded her hands between her legs and squeezed them tightly.


  It can be seen that she is getting embarrassed as her neck is gradually blushing. Her eyelids seemed to be getting heavier and heavier, and Ain’s heart began to beat faster as he watched her.


  “Y-yes, that’s it!”


  She had hair that was pleasing to the touch, almost silky to the touch. Her breath could be heard too, and it was almost mentally dangerous, so Ain pulled his hand away a little too forcefully.


  Krone looked surprised for a moment, but the next moment she looked unsatisfied.


  “Your face looks unhappy.”


  “Yes, because I’m not happy.”


  Is it because he suddenly pulled his hand away and startled her? Or was it because he was touching her without permission in the first place?


  When Ain was at a loss for words, Krone decided to help him out.


  “If it’s a reward… it’s not enough.”


  “Not enough?”


  Does she want him to do something else? He tried to predict that, but Ain’s predictions for today were all wrong. This was an opportunity for him to realize that he should learn such subtleties.


  As Ain continues to think about it, Krone once again gives him a helping hand.


  “As I said… If it’s a reward, you should do more than that…!”


  When he saw her sad face, Ain finally understood what she wanted. It’s not difficult to understand what she wanted. She just wanted him to stroke her head more.


  “Sorry, if that’s what you mean.”


  Ain reached out his hand as he said this.


  Krone gently closes the distance between them so that it is easier for Ain to pat her.


  “…You said it was a reward, but you just escaped. Don’t you think that’s unfair?”


  “As you say… Yes.”


  He suddenly pulled his hand away, overwhelmed by the atmosphere. That was indeed an escape, as Krone had mentioned.


  Ain breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that her mood had improved a bit.


  “I don’t want you to stop before I tell you to, okay?”


  “…As you wish, Princess.”


  After enjoying it for a while, she went back to her work, humming to herself.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  How much time had passed?


  Before she knew it, Krone was lying down on the sofa.


  “Mmm… now…”


  What time is it?


  For a moment, she didn’t know what she was doing, but she managed to get her foggy mind to work and moved her brain frantically to check the current situation.


  As she recalled, she had made a pot of tea while Ain was out of the office for a bit when she was done with her work. Drowsiness overtook her, and she must have tried to take a short nap, but it was already pitch black outside the window in her vision.


  Suddenly, Ain’s voice reached Krone’s ears.


  “This one is here… Alright.”


  In her ear… was Ain’s voice coming from above her. When she opened her eyes, she saw a boy dressed roughly in a shirt and pants. She couldn’t understand the current situation at all, but it was easy to see his face a few dozen centimeters away.


  “Helping grandmother has come in handy, I guess. Hey, now that I think about it, is this okay with my signature? …Of course, it’s okay, right?”


  Krone was lying with her right cheek down, and her left ear was facing up.


  She could feel the warmth on her right cheek. She was delighted with the exquisite height and firmness of it as if it was purposely made for her.


  At this point, she finally realized that she had been lap-pillowed by Ain.


  “If I made a mistake, I could just say I did it on my own. There’s no problem… I can do it.”


  He smiled cheerfully.


  She wanted to listen to his voice for a long time, and she didn’t want to leave this place. But more importantly, she felt obligated to get up, and her brain demanded a clear awakening.


  “I’m sorry. What time is it…?”


  “Oh. Are you awake? I think it’s about one o’clock at night.”


  When Krone tried to sit up, he was stopped by Ain’s free arm.


  A blanket was draped over her lower body before she even realized it, and she was upset that she had slept for so long.


  “I suppose I should really take you to your room, but I’m not going into your room without permission.”


  Laughing in embarrassment, Ain reached out and patted Krone’s head. The rhythm was so soothing that she felt as if she could fall asleep at any moment if she weren’t careful.


  When she looked at the table, she saw that the pile of papers was almost gone.


  “My work… C-could it be that Ain did it?”


  “I’ve finished it in a reasonable amount of time. There is still some left, but I think it will be done soon.”


  She was about to get up, but Ain gently held her down again. He told her in a whisper to lie down a little longer, and the tone of his voice was too gentle to resist.


  Ain’s murmur echoes in Krone’s mind, and her heart begins to beat faster. She wriggled her body to disguise her heartbeat, hoping that Ain would not notice. He has a good intuition, so he might already know.


  But she definitely can’t let him see her face. She must have a disheveled expression on her face.


  “Hey, Ain.”


  “Hmm? What’s up?”


  “…Can I stay like this just a little longer?”


  So, today, she was determined to be straightforward.


  He answered, “Sure,” and asserted her presence on his lap like a kitten.


   


  Chapter 7 – You In Exchange For All The Rewards


  In the middle of summer in the royal capital, it’s the exact opposite of the cold in the Baltic, which is bad for the body.


  Also, while it was nice that there was no snow, it made Ain feel a little inadequate.


  Returning to the White Rose Station, Ain steps out onto the platform and waves to the commoners on the lower level.


  A little to the side, Martha and the castle servants were waiting for him.


  “Welcome back, Ain-sama.”


  “I’m back. You may go and talk to Lloyd-san and Dill if you want.”


  “No, thank you. I don’t mind, they won’t die if you leave them out in the Baltic cold, and I know they’ll live anyway.”


  “…Ah, yes.”


  It’s not a bad thing to think of this as a kind of love. They trust each other in some way.


  “Lloyd-san has been a great help to me.”


  “That is an unworthy thing to say. With those words, my husband will surely fly to heaven.”


  “…Be nice to him when you get home, okay? Okay?”


  “Well, what do you mean? I don’t like to think of my husband very well because he didn’t stop Ain-sama, who should have been stopped, and made him fight a powerful monster.”


  These words pierced Ain’s heart as well.


  Yes, there was the matter of the Upashikamui.


  Once he returned to the castle, he would definitely be questioned by Sylvird, an event he could not avoid. His stomach began to ache, but Krone, who had come down late, whispered “Don’t worry”, in his ear.


  “Err, how was the royal capital?”


  “Nothing much here. The castle was lacking without Ain-sama, and everyone seemed to be lonely. Especially Olivia-sama. Also… Chris-sama seemed very restless.”


  What does it mean to be restless?


  Ain had a question mark on his face, but he couldn’t imagine what it was like.


  “I’ll give them time to talk when I get back.”


  “Can you do that? You have a party to go to tonight, though, so you may not have much time.”


  “I don’t want to go to a party.”


  “No. Ain-sama went to Baltic on official business, you know. And then there’s the matter of the monster. It is said that it was Ain-sama’s power that defeated the monster in the end. If we don’t celebrate this, it will cause dissatisfaction to His Majesty Sylvird.”


  Oh, that’s undesirable.


  From beside Ain, who nodded as if he had no choice, Krone stepped forward and asked Martha.


  “Martha-sama. For reference, how did Chris-sama act…?”


  Krone thought it would be better not to ask, but she did. She was a little confused about what to say, but she decided to ask.


  “How should I say this…? She wandered around the hallways of the castle for no apparent reason, and during her training as a royal knight, she became distracted…”


  “Is she hurt?”


  “No. She was just spaced out and forgot to adjust her moves, injuring her opponent.”


  On the contrary, the fact that she couldn’t adjust herself to the situation makes Krone laugh as if she were in trouble.


  “And Olivia-sama has told her several times to go and cool her head…”


  “…Ain.”


  “I know. I’ll arrange a time to talk to her later.”


  Krone’s eyes narrowed in satisfaction at the reply.


  “All right, let’s get back to the castle ── Krone.”


  Just before they reached the stairs leading down to the station platform, Ain grabbed Krone’s white hand.


  “Thank you. Is it okay if we continue down as it is?”


  “Of course. It is indeed embarrassing to go outside, though.”


  Their natural behavior revealed the distance between their hearts.


  When they were a little farther apart, Martha couldn’t help but say to herself.


  “…Chris-sama needs to assert herself more, or she’ll be left behind.”


  That’s what she thought.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  At night, a glamorous party was being held in the hall of the castle.


  Ain was accustomed to these kinds of events, and now he was completely unaffected. The continuous greetings from the nobles at the beginning of the party is always tiring, but once it’s over, it’s easy.


  When he finally felt at ease after exchanging a few words slowly with Olivia, he realized, 


  “Um, Mother…”


  “Yes? What is it?”


  “What is the correct response to the elf staring at me from such a small distance?”


  A female figure peered at him from behind a pillar. Her beautiful blond hair, like silken threads, was hidden from view, and she occasionally glanced at him.
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  When her eyes almost met his, she would instantly disappear from Ain’s sight.


  “She must be a little confused in front of her master after such a long absence.”


  Although she’s not a dog, she’s not so far away in terms of her behaviour.


  “Chris-san thought I couldn’t see her face until now; how did she end up there…? I mean, mother, aren’t you more of her master?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe it’s different now. Let’s see.”


  Olivia looked at Ain.


  “She just can’t come and talk to you, you know.”


  “That means I should go first, right?”


  “Yes, that’s it. You have to be more forceful than usual with Chris now ── Oh, arara, you’ve turned red. Do you even get embarrassed with me?”


  “O-of course!”


  “Fufu, thank you very much.”


  As usual, she is very good at making Ain fawn over her.


  After a lusty smile, Olivia whispered once more,


  “I think the terrace would be lovely. However, it would be unbecoming for the crown prince to go alone, so please take at least one of your guards with you.”


  Olivia then left Ain’s side and walked over to Laralua’s side.


  “Well…”


  At the perfect time, a waiter walked up to Ain and handed him two glasses.


  “Oh, two?”


  “Would you prefer to have one?”


  After a moment’s thought, he understood the intention.


  When he saw the waiter bowing and quietly leaving, Ain let out a huff.


  “──Chris-san, escort me to the terrace.”


  He mouthed the words in a voice that wasn’t loud enough to echo in the hall but a little louder than normal speech. Chris, who had been watching Ain, couldn’t have failed to notice it.


  She shivered for a moment and then quietly stepped out from behind a pillar.


  She was wearing a knight’s uniform, but today she didn’t have any armor on it. Her hair was down, a rare sight in public, and it was refreshing.


  “D…did you call me…?”


  “Yes, I called for you. Follow me to the terrace.”


  Then, after a slightly flustered gesture, Chris followed Ain, shaking her hair.


  Normally, Ain would wait for a response before walking. But now, Ain followed Olivia’s advice and was a little more forceful.


  “You’re letting your hair down today, aren’t you?”


  “Wha? Y-yes! …It’s a party, after all. So I thought I’d at least give it some thought.”


  She also has the status of a knight. So naturally, she couldn’t wear a dress.


  But she doesn’t want to look dull. So, she had no choice but to use accessories, makeup, or her hairstyle to put on a glamorous look.


  When he looked at Chris, who was quickly stroking her hair, he could see that she had braided her hair above her ears.


  “Yes, I think that kind of hair looks good on you. It’s a pity that I only get to see it once in a while, though.”


  Chris couldn’t answer, so she turned her head over and her face dyed bright red, up to her neck.


  While they were doing this, they went out to the terrace, where the night was quiet in contrast to the bustle of the party.


  The lights of the castle town twinkled, and the starry sky seemed to be above and below them.


  “It’s so cool outside. I was a little heated, so this is just right. Are you okay, Chris-san?”


  “Y-yes… I wanted to cool down a little, too!”


  “I’m glad to hear that. Then let’s have a little drink and relax.”


  Chris had been wondering why there were two glasses, but now she understood.


  Is she still a little stiff?


  Chris’s attitude made Ain think so, but it seemed to have improved when she approached him to pick up the glasses.


  “How was it over here while I was gone?”


  He had brought Chris here, but he didn’t know if there was anything to talk about.


  So he decided to make some small talk.


  “…It was a peaceful royal capital as usual. The castle was the same, Katima was lively, and the sea dragon twins were adorable. The only difference is that Ain-sama was not present.”


  “I’m back now. So there is no problem anymore, is there?”


  “Ahahaha… Right. If you stay for a long time, there will be no more problems.”


  Chris smiled dryly and put her glass to her lips. Chris put her hands on the stem and looked down at the castle without moving.


  Eventually, she spoke up.


  “A-Ain-sama!”


  She held the glass in front of her chest and looked straight at Ain.


  She took a few restless breaths and turned her head to gather her courage. Then she looked up, she conveyed a determination to Ain that she had never shown before.


  “If it were true, this would be unacceptable. But I want to ask you one thing. Will you listen to me?”


  She looked at Ain with a strong will but also with a pleading and dependable look in her eyes.


  She tied her lips tightly and waited for an answer.


  “I want to listen to Chris-san’s request. But if you want to stop being a knight, I have to stop you, so please say something first.”


  Then a wind blew in response to Chris’s courage. Her golden hair was swept wide, making her look as divine as an angel from a holy painting.


  “…I was worried about you.”


  “Err, you were?”


  Chris nodded her head.


  “Do you remember? I think the first disturbance for Ain-sama and me was the bomb scare in the academy district. After that, we went to the Sea Dragon, and then at Ist, we snuck into the Tower of Wisdom. On the way back, we also fought against the enhanced wyvern… We have fought together a lot.”


  Her dignified expression and azure eyes are directed at Ain.


  “For me, it was a matter of course to be able to be by Ain-sama’s side now. So when I heard that Ain-sama was fighting somewhere in the distance, I hated myself for not being able to do anything about it, and I wondered why I wasn’t fighting alongside you ── I was so heartbroken.”


  She lowered her eyes, and her cheeks flushed. Her lips quivered in fear, and her shoulders shook.


  “I can’t stand the thought of Ain-sama being hurt… when I’m not present.”


  “…Chris-san is a marshal. I can’t allow myself to monopolize you.”


  The job of a marshal is never just for Ain. It’s no exaggeration to say that the safety of the castle, the royal capital, and the entire country is at stake.


  “B-but…!”


  Chris came closer to him.


  “I still wanted to protect you, Ain-sama…”


  She wanted to tell Ain that she wanted to protect him, not anyone else. That’s what she wanted to tell him.


  Ain calmly says no. She knew that. But she didn’t give up and was able to tell him her feelings. A single tear rolled down Chris’s cheek, but she couldn’t force him anymore.


  It was disrespectful, but she couldn’t bear to be in Ain’s presence.


  Just as she was about to do so and run away.


  “Wait, Chris-san.”


  Chris looked at Ain, who had started to think about it, and tilted her head, forgetting the sadness she had felt earlier.


  “I can’t allow it because you’re a marshal. If that’s the case, I think there’s still another way…”


  Suddenly, Ain said in a strong voice.


  “Another way…?”


  “Yes, another way. It’s not recommended in any way, but it’s possible. That’s why this evening, I’m going to get all the rewards I have accumulated.”


  Chris had no idea what he was talking about. But Chris was defeated by Ain’s strong words, and she just stood there, unable to say anything.


   


  

  


   


  After the party.


  Sylvird’s bedroom was filled with an uneasy atmosphere. It wasn’t something dangerous but there was a rather worried look on Sylvird’s face. There were a total of three people in the room, including Laralua and Warren, waiting for Ain.


  “That Ain. He said that he was going to claim his reward! I’m so anxious to see what he’s going to say!”


  By the way, the only one who looked worried was Sylvird, while his wife Laralua and Prime Minister Warren only had happy expressions on their faces.


  He no longer had any allies, and he could only trust himself. Sylvird is trapped in such a state of consciousness.


  “Your Majesty, please calm down. Isn’t it good that he’s going to settle the accumulated rewards? Now that Baltic rewards will be added, isn’t it a fortunate thing?”


  “D-don’t be silly! It’s not that simple!”


  “Then why don’t you just say no?”


  Warren said this, but Sylvird would never shake his head.


  This is because he’s convinced that it’s his responsibility as a king to uphold the law of honor and punishment, a phrase Sylvird often uses.


  “Umu… I’m the king, after all, and I can’t let myself forget about honor and punishment…”


  That’s the thing. As Warren had predicted, Sylvird had said as much. Laralua seemed to be thinking about the same thing, and a smile appeared on her face, as did Warren.


   


  ──Knock, knock.


  “Your Majesty. I believe it’s Ain-sama whom we have been expecting?”


  Warren stands up and steps toward the door. From Sylvird’s perspective, every step he takes is an impatient one.


  “Ooh, Ain-sama! We have been waiting for you! Please come in, and… Chris-dono?”


  “I invited Chris-san to join me. It’s okay to come in, right?”


  Ain’s demeanor was somewhat more dignified than usual.


  Warren was pleased to see that his business to the Baltic had made a positive impact and that he had shed another layer of skin.


  “Of course. Now, you two, come closer to His Majesty.”


  “All right. Let’s go, Chris-san.”


  “Y…Yes!


  Sylvird couldn’t understand. Why did he bring Chris here? He wondered if she had anything to do with what he was about to say.


  He couldn’t believe he was going to ask to marry Chris.


  “What’s the matter all of a sudden, Ain? You said you wanted to settle your reward.”


  “I have something that I want… No, I want to reward someone. I’m here to discuss it with you, Grandfather.”


  Ain, who has taken the trouble to rephrase, has a confident and domineering expression on his face.


  “…That’s unusual. It’s rare to hear such words come out of Ain’s mouth.”


  “Yes. Grandfather… no, I think it’s the first time that I’ve ever asked for something like this, even from my mother and the others.”


  “Continue. What is the reward you desire? Tell me.”


  The usual Ain would have taken a visible deep breath at this point. It’s a kind of ritual to keep his spirits up.


  But there was no such gesture this time, and he opened his mouth with a face full of confidence.


  “Before I tell you the reward you want, let me tell you who I want to reward.”


  “…What do you have in mind?”


  “Many things. The person I want to reward is Lloyd Glacier. As crown prince, I ask your permission to reward him.”


  “L-Lloyd?”


  “──Fumu.”


  Warren noticed. This argument is Sylvird’s to lose. Even if it was Warren, he still does not understand what Ain wants. But Ain is in control of this situation, and Ain is definitely the dominant one here.


  If so to speak, in terms of martial arts, Ain can be said to be quite capable. Even with the influence of Dullahan and the others, he was still a hero who had defeated the Sea Dragon single-handedly.


  Warren, who had been thinking that way, now changed his assessment of Ain in terms of knowledge as well.


  “You’ve got the vessel of a king in your body, haven’t you?”


  Ain suddenly turned his attention to him.


  The vessel again?


  He smiled wryly to himself and added, “I’ve heard that a lot lately.”


  “Thanks to Lloyd, our investigation team has achieved a lot. I was able to conduct the investigation with peace of mind, and I was able to spend a comfortable time in the Baltic. If I don’t call that achievement, I don’t know what I would call it.”


  “I’ll admit it’s an achievement, but even if it is an achievement… What does Ain want for Lloyd?”


  There was one thing that Ain wanted to hear from Sylvird, and that was what he wanted for Lloyd. It was none other than the words of what he wanted Lloyd to do.


  Relieved that this had happened, Ain continued to put forward his demands.


  “I want you to retract one thing about the punishment he received in the past.”


  Laralua and Chris still didn’t understand what he was asking. However, when Warren heard the word “punishment,” he nodded as if everything connected.


  “Yes. As far back as I can remember, Lloyd allowed me to leave the castle after being defeated during the Sea Dragon incident. I would like you to retract the punishment that was given to him at that time, right here and now.”


  “Wha ── Ain, you can’t be serious!”


  “As you may have guessed. I’m asking for the withdrawal of the revocation of Lloyd’s knighthood and marshalship.”


  It’s not like Lloyd is still in this castle as a knight. He was only Sylvird’s personal bodyguard, so to speak, and was hired by the individual.


  “I’ve been thinking about this for a while now. But, what the heck are you thinking?”


  “So I said. Many things.”


  All but the two of them seemed to be completely out of the loop as they watched the conversation.


  “Let’s call it an achievement. Speaking of which, Ain, I heard that when Ain was taken away by the Living Armor, no one noticed. Then what is the responsibility for that? Explain it to me.”


  Sylvird had already made up his mind. Trust, honor, and punishment. In order to protect this, he decided to fight Ain.


  “There are extenuating circumstances in the case, and it is difficult to determine where the responsibility lies.”


  “Continue.”


  “The first extenuating circumstance is that the reason I was taken away was because of the illusory hand I used. So the original responsibility does not lie with the knight. The next question is where the responsibility lies. Is it Dill? Or Lloyd? Or the royal knights?”


  “It must be Lloyd. After all, he was in command.”


  “I see, you are mistaken.”


  “M-mistaken… you say?”


  A vivid sound of gulping and swallowing the saliva rang out.


  “When I was assigned to go to the former Demon Lord’s territory, I had the authority to lead the investigation. If responsibility is demanded of the superior, then I am the most responsible one.”


  There is no mistaking what Ain is saying, although it may seem forced. If a superior is to be held accountable, it will ultimately come back to Ain, who was taken away.


  “So let’s settle this, too. This will be my punishment. So let me offset one of the rewards I was supposed to receive with this.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “About the information that the Red Fox had crossed the sea. Let the reward for obtaining it be offset against the punishment. It’s a good balance, isn’t it, Warren?”


  Warren’s reaction was delayed by the abruptness of the conversation. The call was the same, but the overwhelming dominance of royalty pressured him.


  “Y-yes. I think it’s as Ain-sama said. I’m not sure if it’s balanced, but I think it’s more like a nice change.”


  “Then fine. I’ll just assume that the change was spent on the party. ──Your Majesty, will you agree to give Lloyd his reward for saving my life?”


  “I don’t have a choice. But that doesn’t balance out the fact that you want Lloyd back as marshal.”


  “He risked the crown prince’s life once. And this time, he saved it. Isn’t that enough?”


  “Not enough. Don’t talk in your sleep; the situation is completely different.”


  When Ain heard this, he showed signs of thinking for the first time. Is there nothing more he can do? The people around him thought so, but he quickly reopened his mouth.


  “If that’s the case, I’ll use the Red Fox’s magic stone. I hadn’t even received my reward for bringing that magic stone to the castle yet.”


  “Wha…Ain! What are you thinking about?


  “This will balance things out, won’t it? Grandfather?”


  As if to provoke him, he dared to call him Grandfather.


  This is not what he came here to talk about.


  The answer comes in the form of a strong look in Ain’s eyes, and Sylvird refrains from pursuing the matter any further.


  “…Warren. Before going to bed, you need to acknowledge the documents regarding Lloyd’s knighthood. Prepare them.”


  “As you wish.”


  He finally admitted it. No, Ain made him do it.


  In front of Sylvird, Ain took it upon himself to grant his wish.


  “But I don’t think we can bring him back. After all, Chris is the marshal now.”


  “So I want to relieve Chris from her position as marshal and reassign her as my mother’s and my personal guard.”


  At these words, everyone gasped.


  Finally, Ain’s purpose had finally been revealed.


  But the words made Sylvird angry.


  “You can’t simply dismiss a marshal! When I heard that Lloyd was going to be reinstated as marshal, I was surprised, but what more foolish thing can you say?”


  “I apologize, Ain-sama, but I think you’re being too forceful.”


  Warren also opened his mouth to admonish Ain. But Ain’s expression didn’t change at all, and he continued to speak without hesitation.


  “Your Majesty, the conversation is not over yet. …And Warren, it’s time for the King and the Crown Prince to talk. Please wait a moment.”


  Although he tried to keep his tone low at the end, the implication was that he needed to shut up.


  “I think he deserves this.”


  “…What are you trying to say?”


  “If Lloyd is to return to being a knight, becoming a marshal is the best way for him to display his power. Furthermore, Chris does not have a personality or ability suited to being a marshal. If anything, she’s better suited to be an escort.”


  “Everyone has their strengths and weaknesses!”


  “It’s not an emotional argument. I want everyone to do what is best for Ishtalika, even if it means being a bit pushy. That’s all I care about.”


  To tell it from the inside, he wanted to make Chris’s wish come true. It was such a kind wish that caused the current commotion.


  Of course, he couldn’t say such a thing.


  “There is nothing more useless than treating Lloyd, the treasure of Ishtalika, as a mere knight. That is why I asked for Lloyd’s reinstatement as a marshal with all the rewards.”


  There was indeed a lot of heavy-handedness and convenient storytelling for Ain.


  But still.


  Even so, the words spoken by Ain are full of a certain strength.


  “Why don’t you just leave it at that?”


  In this quiet room, it was Laralua who opened her mouth.


  “What do you mean, leave it like that?”


  “It’s a bit of a stretch, but it makes sense — Ain, no… the crown prince. We will respond to you in the morning. How about that?”


  “All right. I’ll be waiting for the reply in the morning, then. …Chris.”


  “Huh…? Y-yes!”


  “I’m done talking. Let’s leave this room.”


  Chris, who had been caught completely off guard, came back to reality when Ain called out to her. Her eyes and consciousness were taken away by the powerful debate that was unfolding in front of her.


  It was here that she realized.


  She wondered when she had become so close to Ain.


  It wasn’t just because of his demeanor that his back looked so big, but he had grown really big and strong.
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  “───…Ain-sama… Ain-sama!”


  The excessive secretion of adrenaline still kept Ain’s mind in high spirits.


  He argued with the momentum. If he had to grade himself on what he had just done, it would be in these words. He was still feeling restless and forgot to even reply to Chris’s voice walking next to him.


  “Ah… Sorry, Chris-san, what’s wrong?”


  “N-nothing! I was just thinking about what you said to His Majesty…!”


  “I’ve come to have Chris-san transferred to me. Something like that?”


  “It’s not that simple! All the rewards that Ain-sama was supposed to receive are gone!”


  “It doesn’t matter. I had no particular use for it.”


  In fact, he had been saving his reward for something like this.


  “B…but you did all that for me!”


  “So it’s okay. I was nervous, though. The old man was really scary, and I was so scared talking to him.”


  “You were nervous? You looked so confident, though?”


  “I was talking with a lot of energy, but I was pretty nervous inside. I had thought a lot and planned so that I would be heard, but I was still uncomfortable when I was on the spot.”


  Looking at Ain’s smiling face, Chris was surprised that he hadn’t shown his inner feelings at all.


  “You used to be such a little boy not long ago.”


  “I used to be small, but look…”


  Ain stopped and stood next to Chris, bringing his body a little closer.


  “It looks like I’m going to overtake you in height soon.”


  His eyes were still a little lower, but his face was closer, and Ain’s neat face was right in front of Chris. Boom! Her face flushed strongly, so vigorously that it almost made a sound.


  “A-AAA…Ain-sama!?”


  “Ah, I’m sorry. Maybe the excitement from earlier still lingered.”


  “No, no! It’s not that I don’t like it, it’s just that…!”


  She can’t say anything more thoughtful than that. It’s not that she didn’t like what happened earlier. She tried to put those feelings into words, but Chris was strongly disgusted by her inability to think clearly at times like this.


   


  They went down the corridor, talking cheerfully, and finally arrived at Ain’s room, where they were going to part.


  “Ain-sama. Um… I apologize for the rudeness, but may I ask one more thing?”


  “Hmm, What is it?”


  “Um! When I am able to be your bodyguard, I was wondering if you could call me… like you did earlier… Ugh…!”


  When Ain was told to do so, he remembered the debate with Sylvird.


  “Please, when I become… Ain-sama’s bodyguard, please call me Chris!”


  It took her a lot of courage to say those words.


  With tears welling up in her eyes, she shook her clenched fist and said the words.


  From Ain’s point of view, she was a beautiful woman on the verge of tears. Her destructive power was immense, and her tears shone like jewels.


  “All right! I get it; just stop crying!”


  If he refused, of course, she would have cried. But even if he agreed, the tears would spill out from happiness this time.


  “Whoa! Wow! Don’t cry! Hey!”


  “I-I’m sorry! It’s okay; it’s just tears of happiness!”


  After that, she wiped her own eyes with a gurgling sound.


  She tells Ain with a big smile that her eyes are a little red from the tears.


  “I was really happy today…! Good night!”


  Her steps were light as she walked away.


  If she was that happy, it was worth the effort to have a verbal battle.


  Ain nodded his head in satisfaction and then put his hand on the door of his room.


   


  The next morning was not too bad.


  Exhausted from the battle with Sylvird, Ain had no memory of what had happened when he arrived at his room. He was lying on his bed, so he must have somehow made it this far.


  He would have liked to sleep a little longer, but it was eight o’clock in the morning. He should have woken up by now.


  “Let’s get dressed…”


  He slipped out of the soft-down comforter and put his hands on his change of clothes on the sofa.


  Since he hadn’t changed into his sleepwear, his formal attire had become wrinkled. He decided to apologize to Martha later.


  “But it’s my day off… and I’m sure I won’t be blamed if I get a little more sleep.”


  But then again, he didn’t want to be too self-absorbed.


  “No thanks. Let’s play with the twins.”


  He had made the twins feel lonely, so it would be okay to play with them for a while, at least today.


  Once that was decided, he went to get ready for breakfast, but ── Knock, knock.


  “Yes?”


  There was a quiet knock on Ain’s door as he began to get ready. He answered after getting dressed, and the door opened, and a woman came into the room.


  “Oh, um… good morning.”


  Thinking back to last night, the conversation did not go as well as usual. But she didn’t care about that and said in a cheerful, bouncy voice.


  “…From today, I have become Olivia-sama and Ain-sama’s personal bodyguard. My name is Christina Wernstein. I’m looking forward to working with you!”


  Chris was dressed in a knight’s uniform but with her hair down. It was filled with a special beauty that made her feel divine. She was smiling, revealing unbelievable happiness.


  Ain couldn’t help but admire her and blinked repeatedly.


  “Well, I’m sure there are no special plans for today… but what should I do…?”


  She probably didn’t think about the rest.


  She must have wanted to tell Ain as soon as possible how happy she was to be his personal guard. She seemed to be gasping for air.


  “Pfft, kukuku…”


  So Ain wanted her to allow herself to let out a smile.


  “You don’t have to laugh at me! Geez!”


  “I’m sorry. By the way, I didn’t have any plans, but I was thinking of going to the twins’ place.”


  When he said that, Chris’s frustration disappeared from her face.


  “Of course you can come with me. But let’s go to breakfast first…”


  First, he has to keep his promise from last night. Raising the corner of his mouth, Ain walked in front of Chris and told her as they passed each other.


  “So let’s go to the diner first. …Let’s go, Chris.”


  “──…. Yes! Ain-sama!”


  Chris is probably the best. Even if compared to the most beautiful elves of all time, Chris is absolutely incomparable.


  Her one-of-a-kind charm shone as brightly as the morning sun.


   


  Chapter 8 – The End of An Unwanted Relationship


  It was a day nearing the end of autumn. When Ain woke up on his day off, the first thing he felt was that the atmosphere in the castle was heavy.


  “I wonder if something is wrong.”


  He hurriedly changed his clothes and left the room.


  However, it was always quiet on this floor where not even a knight was on patrol unless he went down one staircase.


  Therefore, Ain ran down the stairs.


  He tapped the shoulder of a royal knight who was walking and brought him to a halt.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Y-Your Highness! Now that you ask… However, I don’t know what to say.”


  “Hmm?”


  “…You should go to the audience chamber. I can’t tell you anything more than that.”


  I see; I have no idea.


  I just know that something is happening in the audience chamber.


  By the way, speaking of the audience chamber, the Demon Lord’s magic stone has already been moved to the treasury. This is because the Demon Lord’s magic stone reacts to the power of Dullahan and the others that reside in Ain. The fact that the crown prince cannot step into the audience chamber cannot be overlooked, so it was moved as soon as possible.


  After briefly thanking the royal knight, Ain walked towards the audience chamber.


  On the way, a strange atmosphere could be felt from everywhere he was. In the end, he arrived at the door of the audience chamber, where the atmosphere was particularly pronounced, and the atmosphere was even heavier than before.


  “Shall I enter?”


  The huge door made a sound like creaking wood and opened in both directions.


  Inside was Sylvird, sitting on the throne. Lloyd and Warren were standing at a distance.


  When they saw Ain, they gave him a look that made it easy to see that help was arriving.


  (Wow… what is this atmosphere)


  The two members of the usual entourage were surprised at the situation that forced them to distance themselves from Sylvird. On the other hand, Sylvird’s perspective was somewhat unfocused, as if he was looking into a void.


  Instead, a fit of strong anger that he had never shown before leaked out, spreading throughout the castle. The index finger of his right hand, resting on the armrest of the throne, moved with a thump.


  This slight thumping sound felt to Ain like the impact of a giant dragon walking.


  “Grandfather, what’s wrong?”


  Ain called out to him.


  “…Mm? Oh, it’s you, Ain. You’re awake early today.”


  When he looked up, Sylvird’s appearance was the same as usual.


  “Good morning. By the way, what brings you to the audience chamber?”


  “Umu. Contrary to the words of His Majesty the First, we were about on the verge of launching a preemptive war.”


  “…Huh?”


  It was not only Ain who was surprised. The two men who had been waiting for him looked equally surprised.


  “Anger. Confusion. And self-loathing. It’s a lot of trouble to go through.”


  “G-Grandfather! Preemptive war, you say? N…no! Against whom is the war?”


  “It’s obvious. Heim.”


  “What’s the matter all of a sudden? That country is no longer important to me!”


  “That’s right. I thought I didn’t care about it either until I received it this morning.”


  Then Sylvird took out a letter from his pocket. It was sealed in gold, indicating that someone of high rank had prepared it.


  “Y-Your Majesty? When did you receive that letter…?”


  Warren had no idea what the letter was about.


  He wondered when he had received it. The letter of intent and other documents that were handed over to Sylvird were all routed through Warren.


  “I found it mixed in with the report from Euro; they must have bribed someone from Euro to sneak it in.”


  He then handed the letter to Ain.


  “A-Ain-sama? What’s inside?”


  “…Hah. I see. No wonder grandfather is so angry.”


  The first king’s words are still carefully followed today.


  Because of this, even during Olivia’s commotion, Ishtalika has not been able to use force.


  “Gradually. As the years go by, more and more people are saying that we should use some force. I know exactly how it feels. After all, my gut was boiling when I saw Olivia.”


  “…I understand. Now, Warren-san.”


  Ain shrugs his shoulders and says mockingly.


  “This is a selfish story. It’s a bit of a bother, so I’ll just tell you how it turned out. It says that they want information about Graff-san and the others as an official deal. The only thing is that they added a word of doubt: “Ishtalika took them, didn’t they?” And, besides, they’re complaining about my mother and me.”


  “…..”


  Warren, as expected, was taken aback.


  “Excuse me… I just feel so lost.”


  “That’s why, Warren. You can’t blame me for being angry, can you?”


  “It’s so painful. …But that third prince, how could he be so obsessed with Lady Krone?”


  “What’s his reputation in Heim?”


  “He is highly regarded as the next king. After all, the first prince is like fat livestock and is only interested in women and food. The second prince has nothing outstanding about him; he’s just mediocre.”


  Suddenly, a silence enveloped the audience chamber.


  But the silence was no match for the rage that radiated from Sylvird, and Warren and Lloyd were both fed up with Heim’s stupidity.


  However, the most dissatisfied one was not any of the three.


  It was Ain.


  “…Would you rather settle this once and for all?”


  The atmosphere in the audience chamber halted with Ain’s words, and everyone looked at Ain at once.


  Seeing the determined look on Ain’s face, Sylvird urges him to continue.


  “To be honest, I’m disgusted too. Krone is mine. She’s my assistant. I’d like to put an end to Heim messing with me all the time. …It’s not a good feeling.”


  In other words, it’s possessiveness.


  Needless to say, he likes her, and if he were to give her to someone else, he would stop it even if he had to unleash the power of Dullahan.


  “Yours, huh… K-kukuku… Everyone heard it! Hahahahaha!”


  “Grandfather! My assistant! I mean, she’s my assistant!”


  Sylvird laughed, and everyone else started laughing along with him.


  The mood of the place is much more relaxed than before. Everyone couldn’t help but be amused at how his possessiveness popped out from Ain’s determined face.


  After a round of laughter, Sylvird became a little more serious and opened his mouth.


  “But it’s not so bad. I agree with you that we should settle this once and for all.”


  “Um… It’s not by force, is it? As a matter of fact, we, the royal family, could not possibly disobey the words of His Majesty the First.”


  “I know. I do not intend to disobey the words of His Majesty the First either. What’s the best way to settle this matter… Warren! Tell me what will be most effective!”


  “If it’s a warrior way, it will be a duel. Well, it should be done without risking a life. …Another is to beat them with speeches. Personally, I think the latter will be more effective… to shut them down.”


  “I don’t mind either. If there is to be a duel, I will wield my sword.”


  “That’s very brave of you, Lloyd. Tell me what the odds are.”


  Lloyd, emboldened by Sylvird’s words, straightened his back and spoke in a high-pitched voice.


  Ain, who was standing right beside him, thought back to the time of the Upashikamui. At that time, Lloyd had shown off a strength that was truly inhuman.


  When it comes to a battle against a person, it’s…


  “I’ll show them how it’s done with one blow.”


  These words are the natural result.


  “That’s a great spirit. I know you can do it; I believe you can.”


  “Ha!”


  “Your son defeated Logas’ son. Nothing would be more pleasant to me than to see the same result between the fathers. Whether it is a duel or not, we must first arrange a meeting. This is a good opportunity. Let’s settle the matter, including the matter of violating the secret agreement regarding Olivia.”


  Sylvird smiled good-humoredly and rubbed his beard.


  “It’s the right time. I’ll declare it now. I will be present at the meeting as well.”


  “Y-Your Majesty? Isn’t that dangerous?”


  “As Warren-dono says, it is dangerous!”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. The White King will be present. Lloyd is present, too. If I were to lose my life in such circumstances, it would be the same as if I were holed up in the castle.”


  There was no stopping him. He was also at the limit of his exasperation that had built up over the years.


  “I’ll grant an answer then.”


  “Your Majesty, Warren here would be happy to write on your behalf.”


  “No need. I shall answer in my own handwriting.”


  “…Very well. But I would like to add a note of my own.”


  Warren then grinned as if he was planning something.
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  A few days later.


  In a room in the castle in the royal capital of the Kingdom of Heim, a talented young woman let out a big sigh.


  In one hand was a letter from Ishtalika that had just arrived this morning. She was sick to her stomach that Tigre, the third prince, had snuck the letter in, but now that she had received the reply and inspected the contents, she was even sicker to her stomach.


  A girl dressed in serving clothes walked up to her.


  “Elena-sama, this is the document you requested.”


  A woman named Elena, whose name was called, resembled Krone in appearance. In fact, Krone resembles Elena, and they are mother and daughter. She was a woman with the knowledge, energy, and talent to be called a great woman, and she held an important position.


  “Thank you, Lily.”


  And then there was the woman who had just visited her, Lily. She has been working in the castle for the past four years and has been in Elena’s service.


  “What can I do for you? You don’t look happy.”


  “After seeing this, I can’t help but be upset. Do you know how much the port town of Roundhart has produced in the last ten years?”


  “I have some common sense, but what’s wrong with that?”


  “I’ve heard that the Prime Minister of Ishtalika is really good at what he does.”


  Elena took out a piece of paper and showed it to Lily.


  “…What’s this?”


  “It’s a detailed report on the port city’s fishing catch, which the other party researched. I heard that there was some tax evasion, so I suggest you check it out. They took the trouble to add a few words.”


  Elena had a habit of biting her thumbnails whenever she was uncomfortable or too distressed. Of course, she was still doing that now.


  “I don’t even want to think about what would happen if we had a meeting… under these circumstances.”


  “I don’t know if you can manage that.”


  “I’ll just have to try to work it out. I don’t know where to start. The alleged kidnapping of my father-in-law and daughter? That can be dismissed any way they want. Or the disrespect to His Highness Tigre at Euro? That won’t work either. The opponent is the crown prince. But with General Logas here, maybe a duel would be a better idea…”


  “I see, that’s true… No, I think General Logas would be a good choice.”


  “I hope it’s only a duel… but I’m sorry… I have an appointment with Tigre-sama.”


  “Very well. I’m going to do a little cleaning.”


  With a smile on her face, Lily nodded honestly.


  “But don’t call General Logas a thing. I’m sure it was a spur-of-the-moment mistake.”


  “Was it? It might have been your imagination…”


  Elena couldn’t believe she had misheard something like this. Normally, she would just let it go, but today, when she was upset, it bothered her.


  She didn’t mean it at all, but she was jokingly trying to be funny.


  “Oh, by the way, I was wondering when I should submit our budget proposal for next year for the Augusto family.”


  “By November, I think.”


  …So that’s it. Elena understood.


  “Hey, why did you react to the name Augusto?


  “──Oh, so you do notice?”


  Lily changed her demeanor like a cat; she put her hand on her mouth and smiled beautifully.


  “There’s no way I wouldn’t notice. Elena-sama is excellent for a Heim person, after all.”


  This was the true nature of the woman named Lily.


  In the past, she had been a well-behaved person, the epitome of a good servant, but now she was no longer.


  “The letter was written in Warren-sama’s handwriting, telling me that I could leave now. Oh, it’s like a code, so I don’t think Elena-sama will understand. So I guess it was time to go.”


  “…I don’t mind. So, what are you going to do now?”


  “Yes? Of course, I’m going back to Ishtalika!


  “You think you can do that? If I shout loud enough, the knights will come.”


  Suddenly, Lily disappeared from her sight.


  “You won’t be able to shout if I do this.”


  The next thing she knew, a knife was pressed against Elena’s neck.


  If she applied even a little more force, it would cut into the skin of her neck. With such a perfect amount of force, Lily was able to seal Elena’s mouth.


  “You should be a little more careful, Elena-sama. It’s too bad you are so careless.”


  Then she stood by the window.


  “I’ve been told not to kill you. So it’s just a threat. So please don’t make a sound. Call it a deal.”


  “I guess I’ll just have to listen to you… Good grief! It’s been a hell of a morning.”


  “Oh, you sound just like Lady Krone!”


  “Naturally. She grew up watching me. …So, are you leaving the castle now?”


  “I’m leaving! There’s no point in staying here any longer.”


  “It’s a pity because I liked you very much.”


  “If you feel that way, will you come with me?”


  Lily’s words reached her ears like the whispers of a devil.


  If she went to Ishtalika, she would be reunited with her beloved daughter and see her father-in-law again. That sounds very appealing to Elena… But…


  “I’m afraid I must refuse. I still love Heim. It’s the homeland I’ve lived in all my life.”


  “Oh, yes, yes. That’s unfortunate.”


  “While you’re at it, why don’t you tell me. How is Krone doing?”


  She received the letter. She was able to know how Krone was doing, but she wanted to hear from the people of Ishtalika about how she was doing.


  “Well, if you ask me, it’s been a long time since I’ve been back to Ishtalika…”


  Considering the journey from Heim to Ishtalika. It’s not that easy to get back home.


  Lily, like Elena, has done a great deal of work.


  “So, do you mind if we talked about Lady Krone two months ago?”


  “That’s not so recent!”


  Lily stuck out her tongue and made a joking face while laughing.


  “Fufufu. I’ll just say that she seems to be having a lot of fun.”


  Then Lily opened the window and leaned out.


  This room was on the upper floor of the castle, so a normal fall would have been enough to kill her.


  “I’ll give you one last piece of advice. If you don’t want to fight with Lady Krone, you should stop those royalties, Elena-sama.”


  Elena followed Lily to the window, hoping to get a little more specific. But before she could catch up, Lily jumped down.


  When she looked out the window, she saw that Lily was already nowhere to be seen.


  “…I never thought I would put the phrase ‘Disappears into thin air.’ to put into practice.”


  Now, where to start?


  Elena sighs deeply at the fact that she is being investigated one way or the other.


  In contrast to Elena’s state of mind, the view from the window was a clear blue sky.


   


  Chapter 9 – A True Homeland And A New Sword


  It was the middle of November, and Baltic was getting even colder. The former Demon Lord’s territory was also experiencing severe cold, and recently there had been a series of blizzard days.


  In the corner of the Demon Lord’s castle, where Ain was taken.


  In a hidden basement, Marco’s voice rang out in grief.


  “Kuh… Uu… Aaaahh!”


  The dim and damp basement was ruggedly constructed as if it had been hollowed out of stone.


  Around Marco, who is crouching on the ground, there are many bottles as well as leaves of elder trees scattered around, which were served to Ain.


  “Wonderful person, wonderful person, wonderful ─── Aaaaahhh! I am, I am such… Guh… Uuughhh…!”


  Marco’s body is one of the strongest among the monsters. He forcibly damaged it again and again and tried to preserve himself by pain.


  With the intense pain in his body, he could still feel himself.


  There are many powerful drugs that are not left in the modern world. He forced himself to apply them to his body and resist the curse as his body melted.


  “Haha… beast… What a beast! Hundreds of years have passed, and you still can’t take away even this one knight?”


  He stood on his knees, his whole body in extreme pain.


  He was still conscious. He’s still able to keep his consciousness strong. …Occasionally, the self-opening mouth praises the red fox, but he is still Marco. He could still be aware of that.


  “Not yet… Not yet.”


  He thought back to Ain’s face when he was forced to bring him here a few months ago.


  Thinking of him, he could not allow himself to collapse here. At the very least, it would be enough to last until Ain came back to this place.


  However, despite his wish, his spirit was being eaten away.


  “Beautiful person, beautiful person, beautiful person, beautiful person…”


  He has lost count of the number of times he has said this. For the past week, he has been fighting the curse with his partner, this pain.


  “T-the beautiful thing is that… the wonderful thing is that… Arche-sama! Arche-sama’s heart is more beautiful than anything else!”


  The red fox that cast the curse has a really bad personality.


  It’s designed to increase its power when it comes to the Demon Lords.


  “Eh… Ehyii… Hiiiee…”


  Even if he is able to resist, this body has been corrupted for hundreds of years. Mentally, he was already in a state of tatters, and he might be nearing the end of his endurance.


  “My mission is not over yet… Marco, you can do it. You still can do it…!?”


  He is already running out of his stockpile of dangerous drugs that have become stabilizers. The thought of running out of them makes him uneasy, but first, he needs to endure the present.


  He needs to endure the present without sparing any pain.


  He applied the drug all over his body.


   


  Eventually, at night, the power of the curse finally subsided.


  “Hah… hah… I’ve endured today and today again… Well done, Marco. ──This is also thanks to that wonderful person.”


  The end is already near.


  Marco imagined his own demise after he said he wished he had endured.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  After a regular class at the academy, Ain was walking lightly to the academy gate. When he arrived there, his eyes met with Chris, who was waiting for him.


  “Welcome back, Ain-sama.”
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  “I’m back. Shall we go right away?”


  “Yes! Leave the guarding to me!”


  Chris straightened her back energetically, and her golden hair waved softly again today.


  Since the day she became Ain’s personal guard, Chris had always let her hair down. There was a lot of talk in the castle about what had changed her mind, but it was quickly discovered that the reason coincided with the day she became Ain’s personal guard.


  “Ara, you’re not going to talk to me?”


  Krone’s voice sounded like she was indulging Ain like a naughty child.


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m back, Krone. I’m sorry you had to come all this way to pick me up.”


  Normally, Krone never comes to pick him up.


  But today, because of the circumstances, his assistant, Krone, and his guard, the knight Chris, came together to pick him up.


  (…I guess things are finally settling down.)


  When he saw Chris standing next to her, Ain nodded without saying it out loud.


  A few months ago, the royal capital had fallen into a bit of an uproar. It was because the sudden news that Chris was going to be dismissed from the position of marshal had spread all over the capital.


  There were countless people and nobles who suspected wrongdoing, but those who worked in the castle were quiet.


  The next day, the news came out that Chris had become the personal guard of Olivia and Ain. Hearing this, all the people living in the capital were convinced. Many of the people had seen her taking Ain to and from the school, so they knew what was going on.


  “I’m really excited about this.”


  Ain smiled at the thought of what was to come today. He walked faster than usual, hurrying the two of them towards the station.


   


  The mornings and evenings in the royal capital were quite cold these days. The trees along the main street were brightly colored, reminding people of the season.


  There were not many people on the streets at the moment, but it was almost rush hour at the White Rose Station, with water trains returning from all over the continent, in addition to the last train from the port city of Magna.


  Ain was making his way to his destination, occasionally waving to the people to respond.


  He proceeded down the main street and came to a nobleman’s quarter.


   


  Once they entered an alley, they found that this area was a prime location. Close to the White Rose station, close to the main street, and with a view of the ocean. The location couldn’t be better.


  “It’s coming into view.”


  Krone said, and Ain also turned his eyes.


  It’s a newly built building.


  It’s a dedicated blacksmithing facility with multiple furnaces, and adjacent to it are the residences of Mouton and Ememe. Incidentally, they have brought their beds into the forge space, so they often sleep in front of the furnaces.


  On a huge monster bone that they took the trouble to get, there is a carving in large letters that reads.


  Blacksmith Mouton No. 2.


  “Then allow me.”


  ──Clank, clank


  Chris rang the bell next to the door, signaling to the two people who might be inside.


  Soon after, the door opened, and Ememe peeked out from inside.


  “Ah! Welcome! I was expecting you! Come in, come in. Master is waiting for you, too!”


  After saying, “I’m sorry to disturb you,” Ain proceeded into the blacksmith shop.


  Mouton, who was still waiting at the large new wooden table, looked up and called out to Ain with a hearty laugh.


  “Gahahahaha! I’ve been waiting for you, Your Highness!”


  “Hello. …Could it be that this is?”


  On the table, Ain turned his attention to a wooden box in the middle.


  It was a long, narrow wooden box, made of white wood, with a sense of luxury and presence. On the edge of the box were the names of Mouton and Ememe engraved.


  “Yeah! The material is quite a restive horse, and it took a lot of work to build it up to this point. Even if it is a restive horse, Ememe is still more… No, she’s just an idiot, sorry.”


  “Excuse me, Master! It’s not a horse; it’s a bird… I mean, a harpy!”


  “No need to listen to this idiot. Just open it! It’s the best thing I’ve ever made in my life.”


  Mouton showed his kind eyes as if watching over a child on his own.


  As Ain reached for the box, he asked one last time.


  “Are you sure I can open it?”


  “Yes! It will show its loyalty to Your Highness!”


  Though he’s not sure about loyalty for a sword


  However, he doesn’t know if it was called a restive horse; Ain had no idea what the word meant. 


  “Very well.”


  He gently pulled down the lid of the wooden box, exhaled, and looked inside.


  The sword was draped with a cloth that felt soft and silky to the touch. He grabbed the cloth and pulled it off, finally revealing it.


  “…You’re my new partner, I see.”


  Without grasping it first, he looked around at the whole thing.


  It is a longsword with a blade length of about eighty centimeters and a slightly wider blade. The handle is made longer. The jet-black blade, reminiscent of Marco in living armor, had striations just like Marco. However, the streaks were not blue like Marco’s, but green and blue.


  Its presence was so leisurely that the inside of the box looked like a throne.


  It was only a moment later that he reached out and grasped the handle as if he were being lured.


  “──!”


  The streaks on the blade vibrated as if in response.


  “That’s the loyalty of that guy. The person who was the material must have been a proud guy. It’s not a weapon that can be held by others; it’s really for Your Highness only. Take good care of it.”


  “…Yes.”


  The hilt is made of sea dragon bone, sturdy, and very light.


  “I forgot to tell you that this sword has a rather trivial ability.”


  “Trivial, you say?”


  “If it gets close to human bones, it will probably glow. That includes different races.”


  “…Why does it glow? It’s really not that bad.”


  “With high-quality undead material, you can make weapons like this. Ah, but it’s not a dangerous ability, such as summoning friends; it’s just that it can glow in response to bones. It’s really just a glow… It’s also small.”


  “Does that mean a thing?”


  “I don’t know. Well, it can at least tell you if there’s a person buried in the ground, can’t it?”


  When asked if there would be an opportunity to look for human remains, they probably would not.


  “In the past, some noblemen used to enjoy getting close to the bones of the people they tortured. After that, they would stab their opponents and enjoy the light when they died.”


  “I don’t think that’s relevant, so I’ll pass.”


  “Gahahaha! Of course! There’s no point in doing something like that, even if it’s in bad taste.”


  The blacksmith’s knowledge of the anecdote caused everyone’s cheeks to tighten.


  There are people with horrible taste.


  Ain regained his composure and checked his grip on the sword.


  “It looks good on you, Ain.”


  “Yes… you look dignified.”


  “Thanks, I like it too.”


  “Come here. I haven’t had a chance to really check the sharpness of the blade, so I’d like to see it.”


  Mouton left his chair and headed out. Ememe followed him, and then the three of them also followed them outside.


  “I think we’ll call it a test run.”


  Mouton pointed his thumb at something.


  “What are those bones?”


  “Sea Dragon bones. It’s just that I have some leftovers, isn’t it okay?”


  As Ain wondered what to do with it, Krone gave Ain a look.


  You can use it for a test cut; that’s what she stated.


  “I’m not sure how hard it is, so can I try it out first?”


  If the blade spills, it would be a big shock.


  It wasn’t that he doubted Mouton’s skill or Marco’s material, but he wanted to see how sharp it was before he used it.


  Ain walked after Mouton and stood in front of a block of sea dragon bones on the ground.


  “Ah? Oh… you have a point. That’s reasonable. So, how do you try it?”


  “First of all, I’ll start with an easy one like this, put my sword on it and tap it ──── thud… thud…?”


  He was ready to hit the bone with the tip of the sword and make it stronger little by little.


  However.


  “…Your Highness. It’s not a tap, it’s a slash.”


  “H-huh…?”


  The bone was sliced in half with a thud.


  “Excuse me, Ain-sama, but I’d like to see the bones.”


  “Oh, yes. Please.”


  “…It’s been cut cleanly. Haha… Nice cut.”


  “Geez, Ain…”


  “Wait, it’s not my fault! I just thought I’d give it a quick tap, that’s all!”


  Ain stuffed his eyes at Krone’s stare and said desperately that it was not his fault. But it didn’t change the fact that Ain had cut the bone in half, and even Chris was baffled by how sharp it was.


  “Hey, did you see that? This is amazing! It doesn’t make any sense!”


  “As expected of Master! I have no idea what it means either! It makes no sense, and I’m starving!”


  “Oh! You’re right; I’m hungry, too! Shall we go out to eat? I want some meat!”


  “Really? Are you serious? You’re so generous; I might just fall in love with you!”


  Then they went away, leaving Ain and the others behind.


  Why don’t they lock the door?


  Ain wondered, but he didn’t have time to say anything about it.


  “Chris, how hard is the Sea Dragon’s spine?”


  “It should be harder than the White King’s, but… it’s hard to say exactly how hard.”


  I see. That means that if I ever get into a fight with my grandfather, I should take this sword and go crazy with it, Ain thought. Having a hard time understanding, he distracted himself by thinking of his grandfather.


  “What should we do…? Maybe I should just take it away from Ain…”


  “Please don’t say such horrible things.”


  It’s now considered dangerous.


  “…Don’t worry. I’m only about sixty percent serious.”


  “It sounds like you’re more than half-serious, but should I really stop worrying?”


  Looking at Krone, who only smiles and doesn’t make a statement, it looks like it really is going to be confiscated.


  But here comes Mouton back.


  “I forgot to lock the door! Oh, Your Highness! There’s the sheath too, so take it home with you! It’s made from the same material as this one, so even with that sharpness, it should be able to accommodate it!”


  “T-thank you for your help…!”


  Mouton returns from the building with a sheath and belt in his hand.


  “You see, I used sea dragon scales for the sheath! I’ve processed it to look like metal and dyed it black!”


  He didn’t even want to think about how much money he had spent on it.


  “It’s equipment fit for a hero, Ain-sama!”


  “I feel sick to my stomach just holding it.”


  “Hahaha! Don’t be ridiculous! You can use it as much as you want; I’ll always fix it if something goes wrong! I’m going to get some food, so I’ll see you later!”


  “Wait! By the way, what’s the name of this sword?”


  “I haven’t decided! Your Highness will have to name it yourself!”


  As he watched Mouton walk away in a flash, Ain thought about the name.


  When he meets Marco again, he wants him to think of a name.


  (What should I call it now, the Black Sword?)


  Whether or not he’ll have the chance to see him again, he doesn’t know yet. But for now, he decided to put it on hold and let his partner wait for him to name it.


   


  

  


   


  When he returned to the castle, Dill greeted Ain. Dill was also Ain’s personal guard, but now Chris was also officially his personal guard, so today, he was working hard in the castle.


  “Welcome back. Is the exquisite item on your waist the one you were talking about?”


  “Yes, it is. Though it was unexpectedly monstrous.”


  “Monstrous…?”


  “The sharpness was so great that it was difficult to understand, and I couldn’t just pull it out.”


  “Well, that’s… I’m glad to hear that you’ve obtained such a great sword.”


  Dill could say that because he did not see it. He looked curiously at Ain, who smiled with a distant look in his eyes.


  “Come to think of it, Ain-sama. I’m sorry to have to tell you this after such a happy occasion, but there is one thing I need to discuss with you…”


  As if it was a serious matter, Dill changed his voice and spoke to Ain. Hearing his voice, Ain’s expression changed.


  “A letter has arrived from Heim.”


  I see so that’s it, Ain thought.


   


  Let’s settle this once and for all. And I want to make that the endpoint.


   


  Ain’s words triggered the reply to Heim that Sylvird approved. Today, a new reply has arrived from Heim.


  When Ain was asked to attend to this matter, he went to an unusual place.


  ──The royal cemetery.


  The cemetery is located at the back of the castle, but it gets a lot of sunshine and is carefully landscaped like a castle courtyard.


  The Royal Cemetery is a sacred place where successive generations of Ishtalika kings are buried, and only royalty and specially appointed administrators are allowed to visit.


  At the far end of the cemetery, there is a place where one can look down on the whole place, and there is a particularly large tombstone.


  It was the tombstone of the one and only the first king of Ishtalika, a king that even the most famous kings of the past were not allowed to stand next to.


  “The first king of Ishtalika, Gail von Ishtalika. Resting in his beloved homeland.”


  Looking at the tombstone, it was carved in neat handwriting. It was probably because the tombstone was several hundred years old. Some of the letters were weathered and hard to read.


  It was not a place to set foot in without permission, and Ain had only been here a few times before.


   


  In front of the tombstone of the first king, Sylvird stood quietly.


  “Grandfather. I heard you received a reply from Heim.”


  Without looking back, Sylvird nodded and took out an envelope from his pocket. It was made of good quality paper and sealed with gold.


  “Take a good look through it.”


  “Yes. I will look at it then.”


  He felt a little nervous.


  What kind of content will it contain, and what kind of demands will they make this time, he wondered with a mixture of excitement and anxiety.


  “Fumu… fumu…”


  He nodded occasionally, letting Sylvird know that he was looking through it.


  There were some things written on the page that made him want to scowl, but he didn’t care and read on for now.


  “I’ve read it. I think I understand most of it.”


  “Then I’d like to know what you think, tell me, Ain.”


  “To summarize the contents of the letter, it says, `Come to Heim. And we will decide our fate at the castle,’ is that correct?”


  “Umu. Unfortunately, yes.”


  It’s just ridiculous. They had to go all the way to Heim and talk to the enemy in their castle. Did they think that this would be accepted?


  “It’s not worth talking about. It seems to me that the other side is strangling itself.”


  “Well, I’m sure they do.”


  “What’s more, what would happen to the port city of Roundhart, for example, if we went out there with a fleet? They haven’t thought about that.”


  In any case, Sylvird is going to be present at the meeting. A large number of fleets will inevitably go to the meeting. If a battle were to break out, the port city of Roundhart would be reduced to rubble in an instant. One can only wonder what they thought when they came to this conclusion.


  “There is one place I’m considering for the meeting.”


  “…You mean?”


  “There is a small uninhabited island between Heim and Ishtalika.”


  “You mean neutral territory?”


  Let’s say the meeting takes place in Euro. Naturally, this would cause trouble for Euro, and if it were to go wrong, Euro would be the one to suffer the most. What’s more, Heim would undoubtedly refuse to have a meeting in Ishtalika.


  The best thing to do would be to choose such a neutral place, as Sylvird said.


  “I will send them a reply to this effect, saying that we have no choice but to maintain the island ourselves.”


  “It seems like a terrible waste of money, but I suppose we should dismiss it as a necessary expense.”


  “You’re right. It’s cheap, isn’t it, if we can reach an endpoint with it?”


  It would be great if they could make Heim pay for their past behavior during that meeting. Warren and the others will be prepared for that, of course.


  “I think it’s a good idea.”


  “I will prepare a response accordingly. Oh! Speaking of which, this letter was written by your assistant’s mother.”


  No wonder the handwriting was so beautiful.


  “It was quite beautiful. Heim seems to have a good civil servant.”


  “Indeed. Heim is undeserving of such a talent.”


  Finally, they bowed to the tombstone of the first king and left.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  About the new sword and about the exchange with Heim. Many things were in motion, and yet another disturbance was about to occur.


  Before dawn ── knock, knock, knock! There was a strong, hurried knock on Olivia’s room.


  “…Who is it?”


  It was too much unlike a princess to shout out. And since it’s difficult to make such a sound when she’s asleep, Olivia picked up the bell on her bedside table and rang it.


  “Please excuse me!”


  It was Martha who came to Olivia’s room. She had sweat on her forehead and was panting for breath, which was not like her, who always worked calmly.


  “Martha? What are you doing here at this hour?”


  “I’m sorry to bother you at this hour, but please come with me…!”


  Normally Martha would have told her what she was doing here first.


  The fact that she didn’t was questionable, but Olivia got out of bed and threw on a gown.


  “Is it okay if I dress like this?”


  “No problem! There are no male knights on this floor, so hurry up and go to Ain-sama’s bedroom!”


  So something has happened to Ain, and she has to hurry when it comes to her beloved Ain.


  “Something has happened to Ain, hasn’t it?”


  “Yes! It’s just that I don’t know what happened… and I don’t know what’s going on either…”


  The two of them hurriedly left the room.


  The distance between Olivia’s room and Ain’s room is only a few dozen seconds on foot.


   


  As soon as she stepped into the room, Olivia was startled.


  She was surprised to see Katima hanging from several thick tree roots that pierced the room’s door. The roots were caught in the prized white coat, and her arms and legs hung down helplessly.
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  “Nya, nyaaa…”


  “A-arara.”


  “Olivia! Don’t just arara-nya! What’s the meaning of this-nya?”


  “I think it’s the root of my Ain.”


  “I do know what it is-nyaaaa! All I asked was why the roots were sticking out like this-nya!”


  Ah, as expected. But Olivia, who wanted to check the situation first, looked at Martha.


  “Katima-sama was about to go to bed, but when she passed by Ain-sama’s room, she was unexpectedly attacked by roots ── and shouted.”


  Hearing this, Olivia turned her attention to the tree roots.


  “I think the roots of the grown-up Ain asked for the magic stone.”


  “Nya, nyanyanya…?”


  “When a dryad is able to grow roots, it is said that they have become an adult. In my case, the roots never came out so vigorously… I think it’s because Ain is a powerful dryad.”


  “W-w-wait a minute-nya. If this is the sign of a dryad’s maturity…”


  There is another important thing.


  “He is seeking the magic stone… Does that mean he is trying to suck my magic stone-nya?”


  “I’m sure that Ain’s sleeping body naturally sought the nourishment of the magic stones. But when he found out that it was Ane-sama who was nearby, he might have subconsciously stopped it.”


  “Wawawa… No matter how attractive I am as a Cait Sith, I will not give up my magic stone-nya!”


  Martha, who had been watching, laughed at the facts that were told and Katima’s words.


  “I’d be happy if you put me down for now-nya.”


  “Yes, I’ll ask Ain then.”


  Then Olivia approached the tree root, put her hand on it, and started talking.


  “Ain, will you put Ane-sama down for me?”


  “…No matter how much Olivia’s voice, the unconscious Ain will… nya, nya?”


  The tree roots swayed, approaching the floor. After setting Katima down in a flash, Olivia stroked her back into the room.


  All that was left was a destroyed door and a few tree roots.


  “It’s a mess-nya! Bye! I’m going to leave you here!”


  Katima ran like a rabbit, never to be caught again.


  “Martha.”


  “Eh… Ah, yes!”


  “I think everything is fine now. Can you go tell someone to fix the door to Ain’s room?”


  Olivia said, picking up a short piece of wood root.


  “I’ll talk to you some other time when you can relax, Ain.”


  She cradled the root carefully and hummed as she walked back to her bedroom. Martha was taken aback but quickly came to her senses and turned her attention to the door.


  “I’ll have to send out instructions to fix the door.”


  It was a shocking sight, but it was her job.


  Martha exhaled, saying that she had to clean up the roots that littered the room…


   


  The sun had risen, and Ain and Chris walked through the castle together… but something was wrong with Chris.


  “Hey, Chris.”


  “Eh… Y-yes!”


  The reason was because of the story about Ain coming of age before the sun came up.


  Chris, as well as Ain, had heard that he had attempted to take root and suck Katima’s magic stone.


  “It’s okay, you see; there’s nothing to be afraid of.”


  “R…really? Are you sure I won’t be wrapped around and absorbed?”


  No, of course not. Even though Ain thought so, there was no way Chris could understand that.


  By the way, Chris was told this by Olivia. She told her that Ain had reached adulthood as a different race and that she should think about unforeseen circumstances because Ain had power and absorbed a lot of magic stones.


  Lastly, be careful not to get absorbed, okay? She told her that with a smile.


  “It’s like I’m a pretty dangerous person, wrapping around and sucking the magic stone. I’m fine; I’ve never been interested in Chris’ magic stone.”


  “…Mmm!”


  If he asked her to let him absorb it, she would even feel horrible, but not in that way.


  Chris felt a little irritated by the words that sounded as if he was saying that he was not interested in her.


  “It’s okay! Do you want to try some of it? What if it tastes good?”


  “E-eh… is that why you got angry?”


  When he saw Chris approaching him, he was puzzled as to why she had become like this.


  With her long blond hair swaying, Chris approached as close as usual, or a little closer, and there was no fear left in her.


  “Come on, Ain-sama! My magic stone is here! If it’s a little… a little… Here…”


  The elf’s magic stone seemed to be lodged in the right chest area, and Chris emphasized this point as she approached Ain.


  However, she finally remembered the meaning of what she was doing. The shame that suddenly arose on her face made Chris instantly blush.


  “Um, well, you know… I’m not ready yet, so… when I’m ready, will that be okay?”


  “I don’t know what you’re prepared for. I won’t absorb your magic stone.”


   “──You don’t want to?”


  “No, of course not. Why are you risking your life for it?”


  Chris then gave him a sad look, but she had no idea why she expected him to absorb it.


  “I can’t describe the feelings I’m experiencing…”


  “Would it help if I could just forget about it?”


  After looking sideways at Chris, who was half out of control, Ain looked up at the sky outside the window.


   


  

  


   


  Ain’s evenings consist of roughly two things: One is to study for the academy, and the other is to do the official work he has been entrusted with lately.


  There are administrative matters and petitions from the nobility… that Warren has only read through, but that doesn’t mean he can just stamp his name on them.


  As the tired Ain stretched out, there was a knock at the door.


  “Yes, yes?”


  “Excuse me.”


  Just as he was about to take a break, Martha came into Ain’s office. It was already nine o’clock in the evening, just right for a midnight snack.


  “I’ve brought you some snacks and a hot drink.”


  “I’ll take it. It’s just what I needed… Thank you very much.”


  After getting up from his chair, Ain went to the sofa and sipped the hot, steamy tea. He started to feel warm from the inside of his body.


  “It’s almost December, and it’s getting colder.”


  “Yes. I think the mornings and evenings have really gotten cold.”


  “Yes, indeed. Please do take care of yourself ── Oh, by the way, I brought you a letter from His Majesty.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  After hearing Ain’s reply, Martha quietly left the room. “Now, it’s time to move on,” Ain said and picked up the snack that Martha had given him and tapped his cheek to cheer himself up.


  “I think I’ll eat while I check the letter.”


  But since they are in the same castle, why don’t they just talk to each other?


  Ain knows there’s a meaning in leaving the letter behind, but it’s a bit reserved.


  At any rate, Ain reached for the seal of the letter. Probably because there is something important to talk about, Sylvird has written it to tell Ain.


  “Week after next… will I be present at the memorial service for our predecessor?”


  It was a request for Ain to be present in two weeks. The request was for Ain to visit the tomb of the king before Sylvird, Sylvird’s father, on the memorial day of his death.


  Until now, only Sylvird had been allowed to go to the tomb every year on his father’s memorial service. It seems to be a tradition in the royal family of Ishtalika that usually only the king goes to the gravesite.


  “It’s probably because he thought that it was the time for me to learn, so he asked me to be present… I see.”


  Ain has already come of age, so there are things he should learn from the current king, Sylvird. Ain was grateful for the opportunity to be shown this next to him.


  “The future king, huh…?”


  When he was in Roundheart, he never thought that he would be the royalty of such a big country. The only thing that came to mind was the memory of standing up for Olivia and being sorry for the trouble he caused her.


  He wondered how his former family members were doing now.


  Once the meeting with Heim was decided, he would probably be reunited with Logas.


  He wondered what kind of face he should make, and he couldn’t stop thinking about it.


  “I don’t want to kill him ── but I do want to return the favor a little.”


  There is no love or affection left in the family. He didn’t know how to put this feeling into words.


  “Grint is… yes. I hope he grows up to be reasonably healthy.”


  Thinking back to what happened in Euro and at Roundheart’s mansion, this was a very naive thought.


  But as a young child and having grown up under the influence of those parents, he had no resentment towards his brother whatsoever. Although he did feel annoyed when they met in Euro, it was probably because of the situation at that time.


  “At any rate, I’ll try not to be disgraceful as the future king.”


  With this thought in mind, Ain went to his desk again.


  If Ain’s reign is not appreciated by future generations, it will leave a stain on his family, including Sylvird and Olivia.


  ──He was a foolish king.


  He should not be evaluated like that.


  “…..”


  Suddenly, what happened in the Baltic flashed through his mind.


  The adventurers said that Ain was as capable as the first king.


  On the other hand, in the former territory of the Demon Lord, Marco described Ain as being in a precarious situation where his vessel had not yet been fully established.


  What is the vessel of a king?


  Strangely enough, it never left his mind and interfered with Ain’s paperwork.


  “Let’s ask grandfather about it again the week after next.”


  If it’s the current king, Sylvird, he should be able to tell him something. He lightly tapped his cheek to get his energy up and turned his pen to the remaining work.


   


  As usual, Ain went to the academy and spent the evening studying and working.


  Two weeks had passed in the blink of an eye.


  In the corner of the royal cemetery, overlooking the gray sky, “Oh,” Sylvird said, rubbing his beard.


  “I guess Ain is old enough to think about such things.”


  His cheeks broke into a smile, and he gently patted Ain’s head.


  He is doing a great job as the crown prince, but his willingness to say these things out loud is something that Sylvird is happy to hear.


  “But I need time to speak those words. First, let’s do what needs to be done… Then we can talk slowly. Is that okay?”


  “Of course. Then we will go to the tomb of our predecessor…”


  The weather was a little worse today, with a fine mist-like rain falling.


  The time was just before noon. It was pouring early in the morning when Ain woke up, and although the weather was improving, the sky still did not seem to be calming down.


  The tombstone was also wet from the rain, giving Ain a different look than last time.


  “But you have grown up a lot, haven’t you? It would not be out of place for you to be equipped with such a long sword.”


  He was dressed in white and silver and wore the royal coat of arms of Ishtalika on his chest. On his hands are white gloves made of smooth cloth. At his waist, he carries a new partner that Mouton has just made for him.


  He is taller than average, so he could carry a long sword without feeling out of place.


  “I’ve been able to grow well thanks to you.”


  “That’s good to hear. …Then come here. Follow my lead and address our predecessor in the same manner.”


  “Yes, sir, I’ll be watching from the back.”


  Sylvird stood in front of the tomb and showed Ain how to do it.


  First, he bowed, then placed the offerings he had brought before the tomb. There was no congratulatory speech, just a solemn series of events.


  Sylvird did not open his mouth.


  It was a short time, less than a few minutes, but he finished what he had to do and raised his sword in front of his chest for the last time.


  “…That’s it. You’ve been watching closely, haven’t you?”


  “Yes, I have learned a lot.”


  “Then greet your predecessor in the same manner. …Though it is the remainder that Ain will be doing in the future. Hahahahaha!”


  “I’m not sure how to respond, so please spare me.”


  Praying in his heart that he would live a long life, Ain straightened up and headed for the tomb.


  “Fuh…”


  Although he is deceased, he is still the previous king of Ishtalika.


  Even though it’s a tomb ritual, it’s still a bit nerve-wracking for Ain. He carefully recalled Sylvird’s figure one by one.


  “Umu.”


  The occasional sound of Sylvird’s voice tells him that there is no problem.


  A little while later, he advanced to the final phase.


  (With the sword in hand…)


  The last step was to hold the black sword in front of his chest.


  This was supposed to be the end.


  “…..!”


  The black sword glowed for several seconds.


  Ain immediately guessed the reason. This is because this is the ability that Mouton spoke of.


  But Sylvird’s eyes widened for no apparent reason.


  “I apologize! I forgot to explain it to you…!”


  After bowing before the tomb, Ain continued to bow to Sylvird.


  “What was that light just now?”


  “The material of the powerful undead can produce such a sword. I should have explained this to you earlier… I apologize.”


  “U-umu… I’ve heard of such weapons. You should have explained it earlier next time. Okay?”


  Ain patted his chest, apparently unconcerned.


  “I believe it reacts to bone?”


  “That’s right. It seems like a useless ability…”


  “But I know one thing. My father’s remains are well preserved here, which is a good thing.”


  It is unlikely that any grave robbers would bother to come here, as the place is heavily guarded. But now that he knew that his father was asleep, Sylvird was filled with sentimentality.


   


  Soon, Sylvird changed the subject with a preface, “Now then.”


  “I’ll answer Ain’s question. It’s not something we can speak about in public, so you don’t mind if we do it here?”


  “Yes, that’s fine.”


  “Good. So, the king’s vessel, is it? For me, the king’s vessel is… the one who can govern the life and death of all the people.”


  “The life and death of all people…?”


  “Yes. There are many meanings to it, but for example, the royal knights. There are lives that can be taken by swinging a sword, and there are lives that can be taken by words. The latter is by far the most common, do you know what that means?”


  “Because a royal knight works by the orders of royalty.”


  “That’s right. If there is any mistake in my words, that person will only die. His life will be meaningless.”


  Sylvird says this with an imposing face.


  It was the first time he had ever heard such a thought, and Ain forgot to blink as he listened.


  “The king is not a king by himself. If the people’s hearts are not with him, he is no longer a king.”


  “So you can’t make a mistake?”


  “Yes. I am only a king when I have people to serve and people to serve me. I must make no more mistakes than anyone else, and I must listen to the voice of the people more than anyone else.”


  In other words, Sylvird concluded.


  “Therefore ── a complacent person is never fit to be a king.”


  “Complacent…”


  “You should be very troubled right now. There is still much time for you, Ain. Now, Ain… let’s go back inside before we catch a cold.”


  The large hand of Sylvird was placed on Ain’s shoulder. The warmth of his hands conveyed tenderness, and Ain gave a slight nod before walking away.


   


  

  


   


  A few days later, in the evening, Ain was in the middle of a knight’s training session, and his mind was in a fog.


  It was because of a certain problem.


  He was thinking about his future and how he should be as a king.


  Sylvird told him that he should not be complacent. Fortunately, Ain was a hero and very popular. There were always so many people around him, so much so, that he rarely had time to be alone.


  “Hmm…”


  While mumbling, he brushed aside the sword of a royal knight.


  “Wha ─── Kuh, I’m not done yet!”


  Ain seemed to have many leeways, but the royal knight who can’t do anything about it is puzzled. There seems to be no chance for him to defeat Ain, who has become much stronger since he defeated the Upashikamui.


  “But maybe my action to admire the first king… It might have been self-satisfaction…”


  The vampire ruckus at the academy, as well as the sea dragon.


  The same is true for Viscount Sage in Ist and the Upashikamui in the Baltic. If anyone says that the behavior was not fitting of the crown prince, that’s it. There is no room for rebuttal.


  At this point, Sylvird’s words, “If you lose the hearts of your people, you’re no longer a king,” flashed through his mind.


  “I don’t want to think that my actions were a mistake, but maybe I should make some changes.”


  “I-it looks like you have something on your mind, but…! Your Highness, you have always shown great courage!”


  “Thank you. It cheers me up to hear you say that.”


  With a soft smile on his face, Ain loosened his power. The royal knight didn’t miss the opportunity to use a sharp sword to attack, but he suddenly lost sight of Ain.


  The royal knight naturally fell to his knees due to the shock that came to the back of his knees.


  “Thank you for having me as your opponent today.”


  Then the royal knight muttered to himself as he watched Ain quietly walk away.


  “W-why did I kneel──?”


  He couldn’t figure out the reason.


  The one who answered was not Ain, but Chris, who had arrived at the training ground before long.


  “Ain-sama just pushed you gently with his sword from behind.”


  “C-Commander. You are here?”


  “Yes. I had heard that Ain-sama was training. …But he seemed to be acting differently than usual. Did something happen to him?”


  “I don’t know the details, but…”


  The royal knight recalled Ain’s soliloquy.


  ” ‘But maybe I was too complacent. I don’t want to think that my actions were a mistake.’ That’s what he said.”


  “Complacent, Ain-sama?”


  That’s not true. He may say things that surprise others occasionally, but when he acts, he does so only after convincing those around him.


  Maybe he’s worried about the pressure of being a king.


  Or maybe he is tormented by a special sense of estrangement that only a king-to-be can know.


  “I have to help…”


  What did Ain, who came back from the Baltic, do for her? She thought about that and wondered what she could do.


  “…..Yeah, that’s the only way.”


  “Commander?”


  “No, it’s nothing.”


  She seemed to have come up with something, but she didn’t give any details about it.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  “…I can’t sleep.”


  It’s late at night, and it has been about two hours since he went to bed.


  He would occasionally get sleepy, but it would only last a few minutes, and then he would wake up. After repeating this over and over again, Ain was finally unable to fall asleep even after midnight.


  “I think I’ll go for a little walk. In the castle.”


  He took off his sleepwear, grabbed a nearby shirt and pants, and wore them.


  The sound of the soles of shoes hitting the floor reverberated as he walked down the unlit hallway. After a while, Ain arrived at his destination, walking through the castle with its special and strange atmosphere.


  “The crown prince is visiting…”


  The door of the audience room opens to the left and right with the sound of creaking wood.


  “Well, I don’t have to open it myself.”


  The audience hall is also shrouded in darkness, and not a single person is there. As he walked along the thick carpet, his eyes were drawn to the majestic throne in the back. There was a seat for the queen to sit next to it, but the throne was of a different class.


  The throne is a seat that only Sylvird is allowed to sit on, and it is the seat that Ain will sit on in the future.


  “…I wonder who made the throne.”


  It was a question that occurred to him. What kind of craftsman makes it, or how old is the throne?


  He didn’t ask anyone; he just muttered quietly. Ain had intended to do so, but an unexpected female voice came from behind him.


  “The throne is created when a new king ascends to the throne. So the throne you will be sitting on will be a different one.”


  “…Thanks for the explanation. Chris.”


  He replied without looking back. He didn’t know how long she had been around, but she must have noticed Ain leaving the room immediately. The usual Ain might have noticed her presence, but today Ain didn’t feel it for a moment.


  “It’s not a good place for a walk.”


  “Can’t you just overlook it today?”


  “Well, what can I do?”


  After a small laugh, Chris said to Ain teasingly.


  It was an unusual attitude for Chris, and Ain was momentarily taken aback by it. But Ain thought about it for a while before opening his mouth to tease back.


  “If you don’t overlook it, I’ll absorb your magic stone like in the past.”


  The usual Chris would accept this joke, but today she didn’t respond.


  “Yes, you can absorb it if you want. In fact, that’s why I’m here.”


  “Eh… wait, what are you talking about…?”


  He turned around in surprise and saw Chris in front of him.


  She was so close that he could hear her breathing, and he could see every single one of her long eyelashes. From such a close distance, Chris was staring into Ain’s eyes.


  Chris’s figure, illuminated by the moonlight, had an inhuman beauty, like a moon goddess. Her eyes, the bridge of her nose, her mouth… and her curves. A beautiful woman with perfect eyes, nose, mouth, and curves was staring at him.


  “You can absorb it if you want. …That’s what I’m here for.”


  “My words were a joke. I’m sorry for being so weird.”


  “Geez, is it intentional that you’re so perceptive sometimes?”


  She gently took Ain’s hand and wrapped it in both of hers.


  “You are not complacent, Ain-sama. I’ll never leave you, no matter what.”


  “What are you suddenly…?”


  “I heard about it this evening. When you were worried that you were complacent and that what you had done so far might have been a mistake.”


  “I-I did mutter that.”


  “I know this because I’ve been watching you closely for a long time. Ain-sama was never wrong. You’re always brave, and you deserve to be called a hero. ──This is why I want to give my all to you, Ain-sama.”


  As she finished, she looked at Ain.


  “Do you remember it? The other day, on the day that Ain-sama came of age as a dryad. I told you that morning that you should wait until I was ready.”


  “I remember, but that’s it!”


  “It was the most valuable thing I could offer. That’s why I’m offering it to you, Ain-sama.”


  All his worries disappeared. Ain was just thinking desperately about what to do about Chris, who was getting out of control.


  “My magic stone is here…”


  Chris pressed Ain’s hand, which she had been holding, against her right chest.


  She was wearing only a shirt. Underneath, there is a slightly hard touch, but it must be Chris’s underwear. The soft touch and warmth of Chris’s hand were transmitted to Ain’s palm, which was pressed against it.


  Her large breasts changed shape along with the hand that was pressed against it.


  “What… are you doing…?”


  Ain couldn’t move his body because of the situation and the tension.


  Chris must be in a difficult situation as well, so he looked at her face and saw that she was just staring at him with the expression of a holy mother.


  “Can you feel it? You see, just like my heart, the magic stone is repeatedly beating.”


  While supporting Ain’s hand, Chris’s touch was gentle and calm. The warm feeling that came from her hand was not sexual but a kindness that just enveloped Ain.


  Her hand went from each of Ain’s fingers to his wrist and continued to stroke him gently and lovingly up to his elbow.


  “If you don’t absorb it, I will offer it to you.”


  “Offer it?”


  “Yes, I offer it to you. …May I also place my hand on your right chest, Ain-sama?”


  “Mine? Yeah, I don’t mind that much…”


  “Fufu, thank you.”


  Chris’s hand slowly made its way to Ain’s right chest.


  “This is a traditional ritual for us old elves. Originally, it had a different meaning. I have decided to use this method in order to offer myself to you.”


  They both stood there with their hands on the other’s right chest. Chris began to explain the meaning of this.


  “The right chest of an elf contains a magic stone. By touching it to each other, we show our utmost trust and affection for the other.”


  “…Yes.”


  “So, I swear.”


  When Chris looked up, the magic stone beat loudly.


  “I will be with you in your sickness and your pain, even if death awaits you on your way. I will be with you. Even if this life is over, my soul will be with you. …So please remember this.”


  She looked at him with moist eyes and conveyed a strong passion and heart.


  You’re not alone, she said with her eyes, and she let him know that she was there for him.


  “I’ll always be there for you, even after you become king.”


  Ain admired the smiling Chris. He even let out a sigh, thinking how beautiful she looked when she smiled.


  (Really, Chris always helps me, doesn’t she?)


  No matter what happens, she will always be there for him.


  He was confident that he would be able to overcome many difficulties together with her.


   


  ──But.


  “I was really happy to hear Chris say that. But what’s wrong with you all of a sudden?”


  “…Yes?”


  Ain was indeed troubled, but he wasn’t so cornered that he had to put his hand on Chris’s chest.


  “A-Ain-sama was troubled, wasn’t he? The pressures of being a king, as well as the alienation of living differently from normal people, must have been hard on you.”


  “That is not what I was worried about.”


  The reason for the distress is not that serious, as it is about behavior unbecoming of a crown prince.


  Ain told Chris that he had acted out of admiration for the first king, but… that he should have changed his mind a little more…


  Then Chris’s face turned bright red, and he squatted down, covering her face with her hands.


  “So I guess I was way off the mark…”


  “No, um… I was happy to hear Chris say that, you know. It really warmed my heart and made me want to do my best again!”


  At the sound of his voice, Chris’s moist eyes peeped out from between her fingers. Apparently, the Moon Goddess was nearing the limit of her embarrassment.


  Ain crouched down and reached out his hand to Chris.


  “If you want, we can talk until we fall asleep.”


  “No, I can’t… I’m too embarrassed…”


  “I’m really happy right now, and I want to share this feeling with you.”


  At any rate, Chris’s devotion had reached Ain’s heart.


  “I can’t believe you support me so much. I’m so tired… of being just an admirer.”


  He hadn’t thought about this explicitly before. Now, in his mind, Ain is driven by a strong ambition to surpass the first king.


  “Well, do you admire him?”


  “It’s the first king, after all. But, I’d say my goal should be higher.”


  “…Higher?”


  “It’s nothing. Come on! Just keep me company until I fall asleep!”


  Chris paused for a moment, then replied healthily, suppressing her embarrassment, “I-I’ll do my best!”. She stood up with Ain’s hand in hers, and the two of them left the audience hall.


   


  Now ─── the two men in the small room at the back of the throne could confirm what had just happened.


  They were originally just talking to each other in the small room and were not planning to listen to Ain and Chris’s conversation.


  “That’s encouraging. Lloyd, I’m sure you’ll agree.”


  “Yes, I think it was the right decision to be Ain-sama’s personal guard.”


  “Umu, umu. I’m also very satisfied. …But there is one thing I have been thinking about.”


  “W-what is it?”


  “Chris did that thing… didn’t she?”


  It’s dumbfounding, resigned… or even a watchful face.


  “Ain-sama didn’t understand the meaning, and Chris seemed to have used it differently. But she still said she would give it all.”


  “Yes, I suppose so. It’s an old elven ritual, and I don’t think many people know the true meaning.”


  “The crown prince is a very sophisticated man… indeed.”


  Even though he was complaining, he could not hide the joy on his face.


   


   


  

  


   


  The following day, Ain was at the knight training facility. Finding Lloyd ahead of him, Ain ran up next to him.


  “Hello, Ain-sama. It’s rare to see you here.”


  “Good morning. Can I join you again today?”


  “Of course you can, but isn’t it almost time for school?”


  “I’ve got some business to attend to, so I’ve decided to take the day off.”


  “Oh, I see… So that’s how it is.”


  Lloyd was reminded of the scene in the audience room last night. He felt that Ain was trying to move forward, so he made a suggestion.


  “If you’d like, I can be your opponent. With Ain-sama’s recent remarkable growth, the royal knight would no longer be a match for you.”


  Just as Ain had decided on Lloyd as his opponent, Dill arrived.


  “Why, Ain-sama. Good morning.”


  “Good morning, Dill. Actually, I’m about to have Lloyd-san as my opponent. I just wanted to exercise. I’m sorry, but can I borrow Lloyd-san?”


  “Sure… of course. If you don’t mind working with such a father, please feel free.”


  He seemed unhappy to be called such a father, but Lloyd suppressed his feelings before Ain.


  While disapproving a little, he found a wooden sword for training.


  “Ain-sama. What would you like to use for your sword?”


  “I’ll use this one for today.”


  Lloyd showed Ain some of the swords, and Ain picked up one of them.


  It’s a longsword, just like Ain’s new partner. It was certainly not the same as the black sword that Mouton had made, but he chose one that was similar to it.


  “It’s a little hard to take on Lloyd-san right off the bat, so let me try a couple of different opponents first, okay?”


  “Of course. …Actually, I’ve been having a hard time dealing with Ain-sama lately so I’ve been working out as well.”


  “What are you talking about? You’ve never shown any sign of it.”


  After seeing off the back of the Ain running with a smile, Lloyd said to Dill with a mysterious look on his face.


  “…Dill. You’ll have to deal with me.”


  “Yes? It’s not a problem, but what’s wrong with you all of a sudden?”


  “If I don’t keep up my high-quality training, I might get hurt.”


  “You’re afraid that you will get hurt by Ain-sama?”


  That would be a big problem. Dill thought about this and hurried to get ready.


  ” …So that I wouldn’t get hurt. Somehow, today’s Ain-sama looks like a different person, as if something has possessed him.”


  Dill, who was getting ready, did not hear Lloyd’s voice.


   


  A few tens of minutes later, the two of them were in the center of the training facility.


  “We’re going to have the usual one-on-one match. Are you ready?”


  “No problem, I’m ready.”


  The winner is the one who hits the armor. Attacking any other part of the body is prohibited.


  “Dill. You will be the referee.”


  “Yes, I understand.”


  While listening to the voice, Ain was surrendering to a certain sense of versatility. His body felt lighter than usual.


  Even the mock battles against the royal knights were won as smoothly as breathing. It was so overwhelming that the knights were surprised and doubted their own skill.


  “Hmm… Eh? I can’t see Ain-sama.”


  “You noticed?”


  Ain should be in front of him. And yet, he felt a sense of discomfort.


  “I need to find out what this discomfort is.”


  Lloyd raises his arm as he starts to walk away.


  Soon, Dill announced the start of the match.


  “Let’s go!”


  Ain swung his sword wide, closing the distance to where Lloyd was standing.


  “It’s a big swing! There’s nothing to be afraid of then!”


  The usual Ain carries out things a little more carefully. He would never take a big swing out of the blue, but rather, he would do things carefully.


  But today’s Ain was different; he was bold.


  “Even so, you defended it with both hands. That means it wasn’t as light as I thought!”


  Hands, feet, shoulders, chest. He changed his attack points several times, unleashing many attacks of different patterns. Even though he was using a longsword, his dexterity with a sword was something that the royal knights admired.


  “I can’t believe this! But I don’t like being beaten up all the time!”


  “Kuh… It’s heavy!”


  There is a big difference between Lloyd and Ain in terms of physique. Perhaps because of the weight difference, Ain can’t catch a big swinging blow like Lloyd did.


  Besides, Lloyd’s power is stronger than his.


  “Well done for stopping it! But, I’m not done yet!”


  Even though Lloyd has a big body, he is fast with his sword. The sound of swords cutting through the air echoed through the training ground, telling of the severity of the attack.


  “Fuh… fuh!”


  The royal knights could not help but feel uneasy.


  “Is that okay…?”


  “It seems dangerous indeed… but what can we do?”


  Dill, the referee, on the other hand, had a different impression.


  “…Ain-sama is on the receiving end. He struggles to deal with all of father’s attacks, but he reacts to all of them.”


  The fact that he was reacting to it was shocking, even if it was dangerous at times.


  “Gnunu!”


  Seeing that, Lloyd lacked the offense.


  “You’re amazing, Lloyd-san. You’re so powerful, and I still can’t see the bottom.”


  “…It’s harsh to say that considering how you handled it!”


  Ain was strangely not out of breath; he just calmly accepted the sword. His gaze was merciless, and it seemed as if Lloyd was no longer there.


  “Ain-sama… do you want more than this?”


  Suddenly, Lloyd lowered his sword gently. He kept his distance from Ain and looked at him with a slightly worried expression on his face.


  “…If I ask, will you show me?”


  “Kuku… hahaha! Ain-sama, that’s a tough one! No matter how much you ask…”


  “So, Lloyd-san, is it okay if I give you an order?”


  The atmosphere in the training facility froze. It was as if the atmosphere had been frozen for hours, and even the air had been chilled.


  “‘It’s not like you don’t know what those words mean, is it? Ambition is a good thing. But too much interest can lead to injury.”


  His eyes were sharp, and his voice was full of power. Dill noticed that Lloyd had raised his sword and placed it on his shoulder. The sound of Lloyd’s swinging sword, which was delayed for a moment, could be heard.


  He wondered if it was filled with more speed than what he could see, and he was transfixed by the phenomenon that his father had caused.


  “I thought we should leave it at that for today. But Ain-sama doesn’t seem to have enough practice. I will take care of the last one for you. Please understand that.”


  Even Lloyd, who says this, is inwardly fighting a burning passion.


  Is the Ain standing in front of him really the Ain he knows? It is clear that he is beginning to peel off his skin mentally. But is that enough to make him look so different from his usual self?


  “One?”


  “Yes, one. I’ll give you my full attention, and I’ll take it head-on.”


  “…Thank you, Lloyd-san.”


  Checking the grip of the sword, again and again, Ain lightly swings the sword.


  As he continued with each swing, the sound of the swing changed. The first swing was the usual Ain, and a little sound was added to it on the second swing. By the third swing, it was closer to the sound that Lloyd made during training.


  Then, at the fourth swing.


  Ain’s pretense left behind the sound.


  There was nothing familiar about this phenomenon. Is it possible to grow just by repeating a bare swing, just a few times? Growth? No, this was evolution.


  Finally, there was never a fifth time to observe. If there was a fifth time, what kind of territory would it step into? Lloyd’s heart began to race with such excitement that he began to look forward to it.


  “Come on, Ain-sama… come whenever you want.”


  “Yes, I understand.”


  ──Suu… haa…


  Fresh air is pumped in through his nose and circulated throughout his body. As if each cell began to activate, he felt more blood flowing into his arms.


  “Please, enjoy yourself.”


  Ain held the sword in his right hand and lowered it diagonally as if to relax. He then took a slow step, as if stepping on the ground… Ain gradually came towards Lloyd.


  Gradually, the sword in his hand began to point upward, and he moved to swing down on the being ahead of him. It was a slow and relaxed movement, with a unique rhythm and a sense of effortlessness that seemed to have no unnecessary force.


  The last few steps, however, were blindingly fast.


  Lloyd was able to follow it with his eyes, but he couldn’t help but be momentarily taken aback. As Ain began to swing his sword, he lowered his center of gravity and assumed a defensive posture.


  “Ain-sama…!”


  The sight of Ain’s figure was a movement that Dill had a sense of déjà vu about.


  He remembered the time when they returned from Euro at the last minute. The wood-carved figurine of the Red Fox, and Dullahan’s swing in response to it, looked exactly the same as it did at that time.


  “Kuh… Nngh…!?”


  The sword finally swung down, shaking the defense of Lloyd, who was standing directly in front of it.


  It was a head-on collision, but the impact was as if something exploded around Ain.


  After a moment, a loud noise went out to the area… as if metal was being torn apart. It was a shocking sound.


  Underneath his clothes, Lloyd struggled to hold on firmly, with many veins bulging out in his lower body. He stretched his strength from the soles of his feet, through his shins and knees, to his thighs.


  He borrowed the power of the ground, and the strength he had developed became the strength of his muscles.


  But it didn’t matter.


  The strength of his muscles was easily surpassed , and because of Ain’s power, Lloyd was retreating. After a pause of a few seconds, the impact came to an end.


  “…I guess that’s all I can do now. I’m also sorry, I broke the training sword.”


  The sword didn’t appear to be broken. But as soon as Ain lowered it to the ground, it shattered into tiny pieces.


  “Dill.”


  “Y-yes!”


  “I’m sorry, but can I ask you to clean up? I’ve got some plans with my grandfather later, so I’ve got to get ready and eat as well. I’m sorry for the trouble I’ve caused, but can I leave it to you?”


  “Y-yes… of course. But…!”


  He wanted Ain to explain to him what had just happened. But Ain has a satisfied look on his face and sweat on his forehead. When he saw Ain, he was afraid to ask any more questions.


  “Thanks to you too, Lloyd-san; I feel a little better now.”


  “Fufufu… that’s good to hear.”


  The sound of Ain’s footsteps leaving the training facility echoed.


  Lloyd said with a greasy sweat on his face after he was out of sight.


  “I’m sorry, Dill, but I’m going to take a break from work. And I have one more favor to ask of you.”


  Lloyd immediately starts to talk about his request. Dill was slightly dismayed by the forcefulness of Lloyd’s appearance.


  “I’m sorry, but I need you to take me to Vara-dono… My right shoulder might be broken.”


  Dill’s eyes widened in disbelief as he saw Lloyd sweating profusely.


   


  

  


   


  Ain took a shower and had breakfast.


  Then he prepared himself and his mind for a certain task. He dressed in an unusual outfit with the royal coat of arms and combed his hair as well.


  As he walked through the castle, Ain had a different kind of spirit.


  The servants even forgot to greet him, the butler froze, and the knights naturally hung their heads and looked at him.


  Ain soon found himself in a quiet passage, out of their sight. The rest of the room was quiet and empty, save for the one time he passed a knight on guard duty.


  Birds were chirping outside the window, and the sun was shining through the trees.


  In front of the doorway leading to the royal cemetery at the end of the passage stood Sylvird.


  “I was wondering if you were coming.”


  “I apologize. I thought it wasn’t the kind of place one would visit unnecessarily.”


  “Good. I can tell by your face and appearance.Is it so important that you have to visit it?”


  “──Yes.”


  Ain had come here to make a statement in light of Chris’s situation last night.


  “I’ve been thinking about it, and I thought I’d come before His Majesty the First.”


  “That’s sudden. Did my words the other day make you think of something?”


  And then Ain nodded quietly.


  “It’s not that there’s been a big change, but I’ve come to believe that the path I’ve been on wasn’t a mistake…”


  “Oh.”


  “That’s why I want to visit His Majesty the First, whom I’ve been longing to meet.”


  “You’ve realized something that makes you feel that way.”


  “…Yeah.”


  “That’s good. Being able to see that is part of the king’s vessel that I mentioned.”


  With the corner of his mouth raised, Sylvird walked over and stood in front of Ain.


  “I could never have been as good as His Majesty the First. While I never lost respect for him, I have been compared to him many times by my people and envied him as someone I could never beat.”


  “G-grandfather! Do not say such a thing…”


  “Yes. That’s why it’s a secret between us. You can’t tell anyone, okay?”


  He held up his index finger and pressed it to his lips.


  “Of course, Laralua also reveres His Majesty the First. I had some bad feelings about His Majesty the First, whom my wife respected so much. There are many great deeds, and I don’t think I can keep up with them all. I’ve often wondered if Ain could be as good as His Majesty the First.”


  Sylvird gave Ain a final pat on the shoulder and walked away.


  “You should behave well at the cemetery.”


  “Y-yes! I understand!”


  Ain thanked Sylvird, confused by the sudden revelation.


  “…I had something to tell Ain.”


  He stopped abruptly, fumbled in his pocket, and pulled out a small piece of paper.


  “I know it’s short notice, but there’s a place I need you to go in a few days. I would like you to go to the territory of the former Viscount Sage for a little while. That land has not yet been assigned a new lord and is under the direct control of our royal family.”


  “So it’s like a visit?”


  “No, it’s more like an inspection.”


  “If it’s official business, it can’t be helped. I’ll buy you some souvenirs.”


  “Umu. I remember some delicious sugar candy. Please bring some extra.”


  The last part of the conversation was uncomfortable but not too bad.


  When he could no longer hear Sylvird’s footsteps, Ain put his hand on the door to the royal cemetery.


  Just like the other day, there was a solemn atmosphere in this place.


  The Unified Nation of Ishtalika. The successive kings who had led the strongest country with no equal were without exception great rulers, even if they were said to be inferior to the first king.


  Climbing up to the tomb of the first king, Ain opened his mouth.


  “I apologize for coming so suddenly.”


  Crunch.


  The only sound that could be heard was the trampling on the soft grass, and no other noise could reach him. On the contrary, the sound of his own breathing was the loudest in the silence.


  So, let’s begin.


  After bowing his head, he offered the offerings he had prepared. He proceeded without delay with the manners he had learned from Sylvird and finally carried the black sword to his chest.


  The body of the sword did not reflect any sunlight, exposing its jet-black color.


  “…Okay.”


  After completing the sequence of events, Ain breathed out a sigh of relief that there was no mistake. He lowered the black sword that he had been holding to his chest and bowed. If it were not for this, he would have left at this point, but today Ain had business to attend to.


  He spoke with determination to the tombstone of the first king.


  “I have admired you for a long time.”


  This is in the past tense, but it is because of his change of heart.


  “You’re a great man whom I still respect, but I didn’t want to lose to you. I wanted to surpass you.”


  The tombstone did not respond, only Ain’s voice could be heard.


  For a while, he stood still and looked at the tombstone. He wondered what the first king would think when he heard his words. Would he be angry with him for being a rude descendant?


  But Ain had no intention of retracting his words and turned his clear eyes to the tombstone.


  “…Though I am an unworthy crown prince. Now if you’ll excuse me.”


  He bowed his head once more before leaving the tomb. However, after a few steps, he felt a sense of discomfort.


  He felt that there was something strange in the manner he had just performed.


  “I placed the offerings properly and bowed my head, but…?”


  It felt like he had overlooked something.


  But there was nothing wrong, and he was sure that he had completed the ceremonial gesture. But still, it felt different from the other day.


  “Yes, yes. In the end, I have to put the sword firmly against my chest and hit it… hit, it… “


  He remembers the sequence of events and realizes.


  ──Could it be?


  He turned around hurriedly and went to the tomb to catch his breath.


  “Your Majesty the First… Geil-sama. Please excuse me.”


  All he wanted to do was to raise his sword again, and he managed to suppress this strong desire and started all over again.


  But unlike before, he couldn’t do it mindlessly. On the contrary, he couldn’t control his bewildered mind. In his haste, he quickly proceeded to raise his sword for the last time. He apologized to Geil’s grave for his haste and reached for his sword.


  “Good.”


  Staring intently at the tomb, he lifted the sword, breathing more raggedly than usual.


  He looked at the sword and the tomb… at the same time as it gradually approached his chest, but in the end, he stared at the sword as if glaring at it.
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  “The sword did not… glow.”


  It did glow at the tomb of the previous king. This is the special ability of this sword, so it is only natural that it should glow. But what about this? This tomb, the tomb of Geil, the first king, does not glow at all.


  So what exactly does this mean?


  “Nothing, absolutely nothing. Geil-sama is not here; that’s what it means.”


  He didn’t understand because he had raised his sword before at the tomb of the previous king, but not at the tomb of the first king. He couldn’t help but wonder why the sword didn’t shine at the tomb of the first king.


  “Is he buried elsewhere? I’ve never heard of such a thing. If it were, Grandfather would have told me.”


  What was the point of doing so in the first place? Ain thought desperately.


  In his vague thoughts, he absentmindedly turned his attention to Geil’s grave.


  Then one word caught his attention.


  “Rest in my beloved homeland?”


  It’s a common story. People carve those words on the grave to express their feelings to those who come there. It’s nothing special. But the words alone attracted Ain’s interest.


  Suddenly, the words of the knight from the Demon King’s castle crossed his mind.


  “Yes, yes. So I will serve the royal family of Ishtalika. Isn’t that a natural thing to do?”


  He certainly heard it.


  Oh, he certainly heard those words.


  “Marco. Could it be that you…”


  His heart raced.


  “I heard that everyone was always told that they had to get along.”


  Certainly, Ain also uttered these words.


  “In the words of His Majesty the First… Do not start a fight… Is this a coincidence? It’s too good to be a coincidence.”


  Eventually, he reached a conviction.


  The secret of the first king of Ishtalika, which no one had ever known until today.


  “Hey, Your Majesty the First. Your beloved homeland is───.”


  With a sound, Ain’s black sword tumbles down on the grass.


   


  Chapter 10 – Loyal Knight


  It’s been a few days since the incident at the royal cemetery.


  “The former Viscount Sage’s territory, you mean? It’s supposed to be in royal custody now.”


  Ain was consulting with Krone about the inspection when he approached her, who was working as usual in her office. As usual, Ain came in abruptly, but Krone was happy that he was coming and did not point it out strongly.


  “It looks like that. I thought it would be a good experience, so I decided to go.”


  “That’s a very nice gesture, Your Royal Highness.”


  “Right?”


  “I’ll arrange your schedule… eh, ara?”


  After opening her notebook, Krone immediately wondered what she should do.


  “Hmm? What’s wrong?”


  “Olivia-sama has her own schedule that day. Since Ain had a day off that day, I was supposed to be there to help her…”


  “So that means Krone and I will be going separately.”


  “I-I’m so sorry!”


  “It’s okay. Besides, it’s my mother. You don’t want to say no to her, do you?”


  She had a sad expression on her face, but her inner thoughts were also the same.


  “But that means Chris is going to follow mother, right?”


  “…I haven’t heard that, but maybe so.”


  That meant that only Dill could be taken along.


  But this time it’s convenient.


  “It’s okay; I’ll go with Dill. Don’t worry; it’s just an inspection, nothing special.”


  “…I’m really sorry.”


  “Don’t mind it; it’s fine.”


  Ain then lightly stroked Krone’s head.


  “My hair is going to be a mess.”


  “Yes, yes, I know.”


  However, if Krone was going to complain, she should have paid a little more attention to her expression.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  On the day of the inspection, Ain left the royal capital in the early morning.


  It was a five-hour journey from the capital to the destination, and he arrived at the area that was ruled by Viscount Sage. The area where Viscount Sage’s territory used to be was a region that excelled in agriculture and was filled with many crops. A large number of stalls, something not seen in the royal capital. The stalls were simple, with cloths laid out on the floor and goods on top of them, but Ain liked the warm atmosphere.


  The farmers, who were looking forward to the crown prince’s visit, were shouting so loudly that they had barely time to catch their breath.


  Dill said tiredly in the city, where the rural landscape spreads out around them.


  “What can I say, was Lady Krone always doing this kind of work?”


  They were at the end of their inspection, and it was almost evening when Dill finally raised his voice.


  “Yes, she always does. I help out sometimes, too.”


  “Oh, I see.”


  Dill had learned a lot as a royal knight and as Ain’s bodyguard. Still, the work that Krone usually did seemed to be too much for him.


  “I’ve realized how capable Lady Krone is. I can only swing a sword, after all…”


  “No, no, that’s not true. It’s just that Krone is as awesome as Warren-san.”


  “Oh… the sunset is so beautiful, but I am so inadequate.”


  “…You’re quite the poet today, huh, Dill?”


  But as Dill said, the sunsets here are beautiful.


  The golden ears of the crops can be seen nearby. It blows in the breeze from time to time, creating a fantastic landscape in combination with the red sunset.


  The ever-present smell of crops, fertilizer, and soil. These unique aromas tickled his nostrils and made him feel calm.


  “How about that souvenir I asked for?”


  “I watched the royal knights load them into the train just now.”


  “Well, that’s good to know.”


  “Shall we return to the water train now?”


  “Hmm…”


  It’s time to go. Dill will probably object, Ain said with a dry smile.


  “But I can’t just not do it.”


  “Yes? Is there anything wrong?”


  “Nothing at all. Then let’s go back to the water train.”


  It was a long way for a day trip. That’s why they planned to spend the night on the water train.


  Since it was an official business, they rode the royal water train, so Ain and the royal knights were all prepared to spend the night without any inconvenience.


  Once inside the water train, Dill said.


  “This concludes today’s schedule. We will leave this place tomorrow morning and arrive at the capital in the early afternoon.”


  “Okay. I’m glad it all ended well.”


  After replying to Dill, Ain looked at the scenery outside the window.


  It’s a beautiful landscape that is calm and soothing… and it stretches out in every direction.


  “If there is anything you need, please call me. Then I’ll take my leave.”


  When Dill finished checking, he bowed his head and started to leave Ain’s side. Seeing Dill’s gesture, Ain took a letter from his pocket.


  “I have a letter from the royal family. Can you go give this to the train driver?”


  “Yes, sir. I will hand it over immediately.”


  When he heard about the letter from the royal family to the train driver, Dill was curious about its contents. But he didn’t think much more about it.


  The content was a stepping stone to start a plan that Dill did not know about, but he nodded his head without questioning anything Ain said.


  Ain muttered “sorry” quietly to Dill’s back.


  “Thank goodness. If Krone and Chris were here, this kind of plan wouldn’t have worked.”


  The girls would certainly have asked him about the contents. They would surely ask him what it was and ask him why they didn’t know.


  “I feel bad that I’m taking advantage of Dill’s loyalty, but…”


  He sighed deeply and repented for his actions. Dill should be arriving at the train driver’s office soon. When he does, the letter from the royal family… or rather, the letter that Ain wrote will be delivered, and what Ain instructed will be carried out.


  Dill’s reaction to the letter made Ain uncomfortable.


  “I could just lock the door and refuse… or maybe not.”


  He decided that he would take responsibility for his actions until the end. He made up his mind to do so.


  The train suddenly started moving.


  “Yeah, it seems that Dill has delivered it well.”


  The royal train began to move slowly. The scenery seen from the window was changing little by little.


  The train began to move in the opposite direction of the setting sun, towards the direction where it was already getting dark as if it was being sucked in.


  “If that happens, what will happen next?”


  ──Knock, knock, knock! Knock, knock, knock!


  There was a loud knock on the door of the compartment where Ain was staying.


  “Ain-sama! What is the meaning of this…?”


  “You can come in for now. Let’s talk inside.”


  Dill, who was being told in a normal tone of voice, hurriedly rushed into the compartment.


  “W-why is the train moving?”


  “It’s because the letter says so.”


  “The letter you mentioned… you said it was from the royal family, but it was actually from Ain-sama, wasn’t it?”


  Ain tried to muddle the waters with a wry smile, but as expected, Dill wouldn’t let him off the hook.


  “Please explain!”


  Dill came closer and gave him a more stern look than usual.


  “I’ve got something I need to look into as crown prince. That’s why we are going to Baltic.”


  “Ba-Baltic, you say? His Majesty knows about it, doesn’t he?”


  “I haven’t told him. If I told him, he would stop me.”


  Dill slumped down and held his head in his hands.


  “Is this an investigation that can’t be stopped?”


  “Don’t be so downhearted.”


  “No, it’s more of an exasperation.”


  “Oh, and before you go, let me tell you something. I will tell you what I have to investigate when we get to Baltic, so just bear with me until then.”


  It was obvious from his talkativeness that this was a premeditated crime.


  “When I thought about it, Dill was the one I trusted the most. It’s not that I don’t trust everyone else, and it’s not that I want to compare you, but if I’m going to have someone come with me, it’s going to be Dill.”


  “…I understand.”


  He knew he shouldn’t have said that, but he was glad that he had.


  “It takes more than half a day to get to Baltic from here. I think we’ll arrive before the sun comes up tomorrow, correct?”


  “I guess so. But I want to move as soon as we get there.”


  “You don’t want to wait for the morning?”


  “Yes. We have to get back to the capital as soon as possible.”


  “If we move while it’s dark, we’ll be… very well.”


  “You’re not going to stop me?”


  “If I could stop you, I would. You should at least show that you are stopping, but since you said you believe in me first, I want to live up to your expectations.”


  Shortly after that, Dill moved out of the compartment.


  After seeing him off, Ain was suddenly struck by intense drowsiness.


   


  

  


   


  The next thing he knew, Ain found himself in a place surrounded by gentle greenery and warm air. Looking around, he saw a meadow with a soft breeze blowing through it, and Ain was lying there all alone. A little higher than the surrounding hills, at the base of a solitary tree.


  Is it a dream?


  He was sure that he was lying in bed. And the train is supposed to be going to the Baltic, not to this warm and sunny place. But this scenery was familiar to him.


  “Oh, I see. This place?”


  This is where Elder Lich was kneeling over him before.


  “You’re awake.”


  The sound of walking on the lawn and a low voice reached him.


  “…Who are you?”


  “Is it because of your blood that you’re so perceptive?”


  Black shirt and black pants. Ain wondered why he was wearing black, but his hair was long and silver. The man sighed lightly and quickly brushed his silver hair away.


  The man’s masculine yet somehow melancholy feminine face was familiar to Ain, though he couldn’t recognize it because of his clothes.


  It was the face of Dullahan from an old Elven book.


  “It seems you’ve finally recognized me, but I don’t like how slow you are to realize it.”


  Before Ain could answer, a woman’s voice came from behind him.


  “Wait, dear, are you still nitpicking here?”


  The voice was familiar to Ain.


  When he turned around, he saw a woman dressed in a jet-black robe that covered half of her face, with a large staff floating beside her.


  “I don’t think it’s anything to be upset about.”


  “If so, I wouldn’t think you’d be nitpicking. …I’m sorry, Ain-kun. I’ll be watching from nearby, so hang in there.”


  After she said that, she stopped a little further away.


  Then she took out a table and a chair to an empty space and sat down with a graceful movement. She then removed her robe, revealing her beautiful, lustrous hair, which was blacker than obsidian.


  Her appearance was melancholy, and she was an honorable person who did not attempt to hide her beauty.


  “Are you by any chance Elder Lich?”


  “If you’re talking about Misty, it’s only natural since I’m here. Look at me. Let’s get started.”


  Dullahan took out a large long sword and threw it at Ain.


  “Even if you come out of nowhere and tell me to start…”


  “What, are you unhappy?”


  “I think it is natural to be displeased. I’m more worried that you’re going to take my body.”


  “Don’t worry; I’m not going to take your body. I’m just trying to give you some training for tomorrow. And you can call me Ramza.”


  “…Ramza-san?”


  “Yeah, that’s fine.”


  Ramza snapped his fingers in a flash. For a moment, Ain’s body glowed, and his entire body was covered in black armor.


  “I’ll lend it to you.”


  Ain checked his entire body, though his mouth was hanging open. It was definitely Dullahan’s armor from the book.


  “Protection is important. Even though you won’t die in this world.”


  “…no, I don’t understand what you mean.”


  “I’ll polish your unbearable swordplay to make it a little more watchable. That’s what I’m saying.”


  “No, no, no…! I’m glad that you’re watching my sword ─ and that you’re not taking my body ─ but I don’t understand why you’re training me!”


  “I just want you to beat that guy with your skills, not your power.”


  That guy?


  No answer came to the question, and Ramza created a large sword out of nothing and held it at the ready.


  “By the way, Ramza-san’s armor…”


  “What’s the point of having it on, anyway?”


  “But you said earlier that protection is important, right?”


  “Huh! You won’t be able to reach me with your childish swordsmanship, anyway.”


  Ain was, no doubt, pissed off. He picked up the sword that Ramza threw at him and checked its grip several times.


  “I don’t know how strong you are. But don’t you dare mock people like that!”


  “That guy can at least cut a sea dragon in half, you know?”


  ──Ah, heh, I see.


  “I’m looking forward to your guidance.”


  “Hmm.”


  That’s because Ain’s own swordsmanship is nothing but a joke. He bowed his head and asked for a lesson.


  Why did the Dullahan call him here? What did he want him to do?


  He had plenty of questions, but since Ain was going to practice with him, he decided to leave those questions for later.


  The power to cut a sea dragon in half… and the interest to see it with his own eyes prevailed over him.
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  A few hours after the royal water train started its journey to the Baltic, word finally reached the royal castle.


  Katima, who had no idea what was going on, was sitting at her desk in the castle’s basement. With a book in one hand and a pen in the other, she slid it across the paper and summarized what she had learned so far.


  “Well, here’s what I assume about monsterization-nya.”


  First of all, the way Ain grows.


  He, like most monsters, gained his power by eating monsters from other species. This is something that is impossible for humans to do.


  “And it’s impossible for different races, too-nya.”


  The different races were originally a type of monster. This is why they have magic stones and a core instead of a heart, but like normal humans, the power of the magic stones of different races is harmful to their bodies.


  It was the opinion of the researchers that this was due to the process of evolution.


  They are gradually losing their monster-like characteristics and becoming more human-like… That is what the different races are. The fact that there are several recognized different races to date, all of which are capable of cultural activities without exception, is proof of this.


  ──In other words.


  “In fact, Ain is the only person who can get power from magic stones-nya.”


  Ain had done what no Elf, no Dryad, and no Caith Sith had ever done. This is where the preamble comes in.


  “Then, the question is whether monsters can feel something wrong with their bodies like Ain does.”


  The conclusion was that there was indeed such a thing. But there was not enough information. In order to obtain one last piece of necessary knowledge, Katima was about to conduct an experiment.


  “Nyahaha! Even a weak monster like Big Bee can be useful-nya.”


  After saying that, she smiled at the situation in the lab.


  In a cage on the floor, there was a single monster that had evolved from Big Bee. The name is Giant Bee, and it’s a bee monster the size of a large dog.


  Normally, it would have evolved into a monster called King Bee.


  “No matter how many cheap magic stones I fed it, it didn’t evolve into a King Bee-nya.”


  In other words, something was missing.


  At first, she thought it was the number of magic stones, so she gave it more, but the result was the same.


  “Nya, the quality of the magic stones is also a factor in evolution-nya.”


  Katima said and put on a special glove that could withstand the influence of the magic stones. She then grabbed the Kraken magic stone that she had placed on the table.


  “The key to the cage, ready! The emergency device, ready! Now, let’s do this-nya!”


  As Katima approached the cage, the Giant Bee threatened her with the sound of its wings. Katima approached without fear and threw the magic stone into the cage.


  “Come on, eat it-nya.”


  “────”


  At first, the Giant Bee was cautious, but it quickly grabbed the magic stone. It quickly brought it to its mouth and chewed it, making a sound like crushing ice.


  And then.


  “…It was just as I predicted. All it needed to evolve was a high-quality magic stone-nya.”


  The Giant Bee’s body glowed a pale blue, and its body changed in the blink of an eye. Its wings spread even larger, and its body more than doubled in size. This was indeed King Bee, the next step in the evolution of the Giant Bee.


  “Let’s let it sleep for now-nya.”


  Katima threw the spherical magic tool into the cage, and purple smoke filled the air. She left the lab in a hurry to avoid breathing in the smoke.


  “Am I competent after all-nya? Am I smart-nya? I’m afraid of my own brain-nya…”


  As she walked up the stairs, she continued to think about Ain.


  “In the past, Ain has also absorbed a lot of magic stones-nya.”


  All of the magic stones that he had absorbed as a child were cheap magic stones that could be used for common magic tools.


  This is why there were no signs of evolution, but after arriving in Ishtalika, he absorbed Dullahan’s and Elder Lich’s magic stones, as well as the magic stone of the sea dragon. Recently, he has also absorbed the magic stone of Upashikamui.


  “Ain’s monsterization, that was evolution too, wasn’t it-nya?”


  Katima had assumed this when she was at Ist last year.


  This time, it was proven.


  “The power of the magic stone that resides in Ain’s body is enough. If he is not careful, Ain will soon be───.”


  This time, Ain will evolve into something else.


  Last year, Katima had said that even if he did evolve, his consciousness would not disappear and that he would not become such a weak monster, but if it could be avoided, it must be avoided.


  She wanted to tell him that right away, but unfortunately, she could not.


  “Why is he on official business at a time like this-nya? Good grief! That magic stone-eating mother-con nephew of mine!”


  So she gave up on telling him and decided to go to bed.


   


  On her way back to her bedroom, she passed by the room where the butlers were gathered.


  Normally she would pass by the room without paying any attention, but today she stopped in her tracks. The reason was that she could hear the noise coming from inside the room.


  It was only natural for Katima to be curious as to what was going on.


  “This is… the scent of a case-nya!?”


  She put her hand on the doorknob.


  “Gentlemen! It’s me-nya!”


  She opened the door vigorously, attracting the attention of the butlers inside.


  “Well, well, Katima-sama, what can we do for you?”


  “I came to see what all the fuss was about-nya. So, what’s going on-nya?”


  Katima looked around the quiet room.


  “Is there something you’re not telling me-nya? There are only a few things you have to keep from me-nya. Can I guess-nya?”


  Katima is smart. Not only is she a good scholar, but she is also a quick and brilliant thinker.


  “I have more authority than Olivia-nya. That means that the only person above me who can keep a secret is my mother and father-nya…”


  Katima grinned at the butler, who looked relieved for a moment.


  “Oops, I forgot about that-nya… There was another person nominally above my mother. What’s wrong with the crown prince named Ain-nya?”


  Thus, the butlers were defeated before the first princess’ brains.


  “Come on, come on. Talk to me-nya. I’ll keep quiet-nya.”


  The situation was now hopeless, but the butlers finally gave up. They told her what Ain had done on his inspection visit.


  Katima wonders why Ain went to the Baltic. On the other hand, the butlers were looking forward to seeing what theories she would come up with along the way.


  “I know why he went to Baltic now-nya.”


  “R-really?”


  “Fufufu… You’ll be surprised to hear-nya. I bet Ain went to Baltic for that purpose.”


  Once again, Katima is smart. She’s got a great mind, and she’s a great thinker.


  “I’m sure Ain went to Baltic ─ to see his new local wife or something-nyaaahhh!”


  If she had been as calm as usual, she might have come up with a slightly different answer. But today, it would be impossible. She had just concluded that monsterization was evolution, and she was in a more excited state than usual.


  “That’s why-nya. I’ll pretend I didn’t hear it, so don’t worry about it-nya! But I have an urgent matter to attend to, so tell Ain to come to my room when he gets back-nya!”


  After coming up with a misleading answer, Katima went back to her lab, looking satisfied.


   


  

  


   


  If you don’t mind me saying, I’m sorry for almost talking big at first. Ain held this one word in his mind.


  What would have happened if he had not worn this borrowed armor?


  He lay there with his battered body, unable to even begin to guess.


  “Yes, come on, let’s try again.”


  Even though he was exhausted and in pain both physically and mentally, the damage that Ain had sustained instantly disappeared thanks to Elder Lich’s Misty.


  All this time, he has been repeatedly knocked down and healed, knocked down and healed repeatedly.


  “After all, don’t you think it’s a mental pain that comes from… making you keep running on a road that has no end that’s more of a training exercise than anything else?”


  “Hah… hah… Yes, I understand what you’re saying, but! There is the possibility that my mind will break first!”


  “If it does, you’ll just have to accept being weak. If you don’t want to do that, just keep quiet.”


  I hate the way Ramza doesn’t even break a sweat, said Ain.


  “I don’t mean to make excuses, but… this place is strange, isn’t it? I’m feeling heavier than usual…”


  “You can still fight as long as you can keep your mouth shut.”


  Ain didn’t like being beaten up all the time.


  He got up after torturing his mind and attacked.


  “Fumu.”


  A moment after the sword is swung down; a powerful hit is unleashed on his torso.


  “I don’t like the way your hand moves. Start over.”


  “Gghh…ah…!”


  It was a blow that penetrated the armor and shook his internal organs precisely. Ain was blown away and crawled down.


  “…Cough… Cough…”


  “I’ve learned one thing. You probably have no talent with a sword.”


  “…That’s so abrupt.”


  “It was hard work that got you to where you are today. You don’t have the same tendency as Lloyd or some other little boy to become strong through talent. You should be proud of the fact that you have grown through tireless effort… Rather, you are better suited to fight like a monster, making full use of your illusory hands, as you did when you defeated that fish.”


  “…I’m a human being, though.”


  Also, the fish is probably referred to the Sea Dragon, but it is frightening to think of the Sea Dragon being treated like a fish.


  “I’m talking about the suitability. …Oh well, let’s continue.”


  “…You should at least give him some advice. Time is limited, you know.”


  “Good grief, it can’t be helped.”


  The wife’s words must be strong. He lowered his sword after Misty’s words.


  “I’m going to show you your weakness. Okay? All you ever do is stand around like a strong man.”


  “Um… sorry, can you be a little more specific…?”


  “It is the right of the strong to defeat an opponent with a single swing. Even with me as your opponent, you have a tendency to aim for such a blow.”


  Then he took Ain’s hand.


  He covered him from behind and gently taught him the gestures.


  Ramza’s body is large, and his body is strong, exceeding Lloyd’s size. The size of his hands is also surprising.


  (…My father never taught me anything like this.)


  Ramza is a man who has been dead for hundreds of years, and moreover, he is a monster, not a human being. But he felt so fatherly.


  “Don’t even think about destroying your opponent. That is, after all, how you stand with your opponent. On the contrary, engage your opponent. Don’t think about trying to break them down. The end result is a collapse; that’s all that matters.”


  “I’m having a hard time understanding what you’re saying.”


  The tone of his voice was calm, but what he said was extremely difficult.


  “You can try by trial and error until you get it right. I’ll be your partner, and if you do something boring, I’ll roll you over.”


  Even though he spoke badly, his attitude was never unpleasant.


  (Why is that?)


  He’s too embarrassed to talk about these things, but he seems more like a father to Ain than his own father. He wanted to stay here for a while longer… Such thoughts secretly drove him.


   


  ───How long has it been? Ain has been repeating just the first strike endlessly to the point that he no longer has such a feeling left.


  The reason that he doesn’t understand is that he’s being delayed in his perception of time. He felt that he had been swinging the sword for so long that he felt like he was being slowed down by a logic he did not understand.


  Finally, Ramza admitted, “You’re getting better.”


  “I don’t know how many times I would have died without this armor…”


  “And do you remember how many times you got blown up?”


  One time he was told he didn’t like it; another time, he was told he was spoiled… Now, he doesn’t remember how many times he was blown up.


  “I’ve lost count; I can’t remember.”


  “If you were to take it in the real world, each one would be enough to take your life. You are lucky to have experienced such death-defying attacks.”


  It was too dangerous.


  “I’m going to teach you how to use a certain man’s sword… Don’t ask any questions; just learn it, okay?”


  “By the way, why am I being made to learn this?”


  “You don’t need to ask. Just use it when you need it.”


  “Just another question, then. Is this armor even available to me anymore?”


  “What, you want it?”


  “Of course, I want to have strong equipment.”


  The only skill he can use related to Dullahan is the illusory hand.


  He has been doing this for a long time now, and he wants to learn more about this.


  Misty answers in place of Ramza, who closed his mouth as if troubled.


  “…I’m sure by the time you get back, you’ll be able to use it.”


  “That’s why, come here now.”


  “Eh, ah, wait! You can’t just grab me like that!”


  He was suddenly grabbed by the collar and carried towards the open plains.


  “Don’t treat me like a child!”


  “You’re a child anyway. Especially from my point of view, you’re definitely a kid.”


  “Ugh… how humiliating!”


  He tried to be patient, but his attitude got the better of him. When Ain looked at Ramza, who could not hold back his laughter, he just held his head helplessly. Misty, who was sitting in a chair, just smiled happily.


  “Stand there. That’s how you learn what you’re up against and how to use your sword.”


  “I’ve been wondering from the start if there’s too much gut feeling involved.”


  “Lectures are useless. Respect the wisdom of the real world, okay?”


  “…Yes.”


  It would have been different if he had been more competent and had enough experience to convince his opponent.


  Ain was gently lowered to the grass.


  “Take a stance; I’ll initiate. You just have to deal with it.”


  Hearing this, he readied his sword as usual. And almost at the same time, Ramza also took a stance.


  (…Huh? The atmosphere is completely different from earlier.)


  At best, it was honest, and at worst, it was impersonal. Ramza showed such a clear stance, but the moment Ain blinked, he disappeared.


  “Fuh!”


  “…..!? Fast.”


  But he could still follow it with his eyes.


  He was indeed caught off guard for a moment. That’s why it would be more frightening if, instead of swinging the sword in front of him, he moved behind or to the side.


  “It’s true. If you can react, just keep dealing with it.”


  He was more like a knight than the knights of Ishtalika. An honest sword… which makes him feel that way. Each swing of the sword strikes Ain.


  The fighting style is a good match because it is similar to the training with the royal knights.


  “It seems like it’s getting a lot easier!”


  “Don’t waste your breath. We’re not done yet.”


  Even though it is a compatible match, Ramza’s sword is frighteningly accurate. There is no blurring of movement, and this refined movement reminds him of Lloyd. …But his speed is even faster than Lloyd’s. It’s like Chris’s movements.


  He’s more accurate than Lloyd but similar in speed to Chris.


  (So it’s completely upwardly compatible! …But I can still handle this!)


  After a few minutes of confrontation, it became apparent that there was an opening in Ramza’s attack.


  “──Haaaaaaahh!”


  He tried to take advantage of the opening he found and struck without hesitation, but even from a delicate position, he was firmly blocked. Maybe Ain’s attack is still too weak. But what is this obvious habit?


  “…Don’t waste your time thinking about it; just keep doing it.”


  “Y-yes!”


  Even as he speaks, he can see the gaps. When he attacked as if it was his natural right, Ramza’s movements collapsed.


  It’s obviously a deliberate move. It’s not really a mistake, but it’s happening.


  “That’s what I learned a while ago. Dominate by standing around.”


  If there is an opening for him to strike, he should take advantage of it.


  (Four more… no, five!)


  If things go according to plan, there will probably be a large opening for him to attack after crossing swords that many times.


  Aiming at the gap that should be created, Ain narrowed my eyes.


  “────!”


  Now!


  Ain smiled at the predictable flow of events and swung his sword hard to take advantage of the opening.


   


  ───


  “Dear, it’s time to go.”


  The training had been going on for a long time, but Misty’s words brought it to a halt.


  “Already? It’s still not enough.”


  Ain, who had been spending a lot of quality time, showed fewer signs of distress than he had at the beginning, probably because his brain matter had eased his fatigue.


  “The train will be arriving soon. It’s time to get up.”


  “Oh… I was asleep, wasn’t I?”


  “Don’t worry about anything; I’ve healed you of your real physical fatigue.”


  Truly, she has a mysterious power.


  He bowed his head and thanked her, and before he knew it, she had disappeared.


  “To tell you the truth, I don’t even know what’s going on or why I was called in… But it’s been a great experience, and I really appreciate it.”


  “That’s fine. I had a favor to ask of you, too.”


  “…A favor?”


  “Yeah. I want you to do… one thing.”


  What kind of face is that?


  It’s a sad, wistful, nostalgic, yet painful look.


  “Okay. What do you want me to do?”


  “If… if you have to fight that guy with the sword, tell him this last thing.”


  “I don’t know who it is, and I don’t know if I’ll fight anyone. What should I say?


  “Oh, that would be…───”


   


  

  


   


  “──Ain-sama! Ain-sama!”


  His body shakes, and the voice calling in his ear wakes Ain up.


  “Hmm… H-huh?”


  “Are you awake? We’ve already arrived at Baltic.”


  It was Dill who called out to him. When Ain looked out the window, he saw that it was dark and the snow was falling even more harshly than before.


  “Come on, Dill. It’s been a while since we’ve been to the Baltic, but you’ll have to go with me.”


  “I’ll come with you, but… where are we going?”


  “I already have a place in mind.”


  “By the way, what place is that…?”


  “A flower shop. I have to buy a large bouquet of flowers because I won’t have anything to offer. …oh, and maybe I’ll buy a few drinks or something.”


  Dill had no idea what he wanted to do, but he agreed to go along with Ain for now.


  The two of them left the water train and went out into the night.


   


  First, they went to a flower shop and bought a bouquet of flowers. Next, they went to a tavern where top-notch adventurers would go and purchased some drinks.


  “Then, let’s go.”


  After these light words, Ain headed out of the town of Baltic.


  Is there something nearby? Dill, who had been quietly offering his services for some time, finally opened his mouth and asked where they were going.


  “…where are we going?”


  “The guide will be here in a little while, I think.”


  “Guide? When did you call for a guide?”


  But if they go any further, the monsters will appear.


  “Ain-sama, there’s a limit to how far you can go.”


  “Don’t worry. A reliable ally will come to our aid… Speaking of which, there’s a rumor.”


  What is he really going to do? This was the only question Dill had, but Ain never gave a definite answer.


  But when he saw that Ain had stopped after a long while, Dill became more alert, just in case something was going to happen.


  “Long time no see, Marco. You’re here, aren’t you?”


  As soon as Ain said that, a bird flew away from the trees in the forest.


  “…how did you know I was here?”


  Marco appeared, looking and sounding exactly the same as when Ain had been taken before.


  Even though he had said it himself, Ain felt a slight sense of discomfort at Marco’s presence here.


  Dill, on the other hand, was so overwhelmed by his presence that he forgot to draw his sword, partly because it was the first time he had seen Marco.


  “You don’t need to be alarmed, there. I have only come in response to your call, not to harm you.”


  “Marco. I’m sorry it’s been so long, but I would really appreciate it if you could escort me to the castle.”


  “──Well, it seems that the vessel has been set. It seems to be just before it blooms. …I know it by heart. I will be responsible for guiding you.”


  “Ain-sama! Are you planning to go to the Demon Lord’s castle?”


  Finally, Dill guessed it.


  “That’s why I bought all those things. Keep it safe, okay?”


  “The monsters won’t attack us. I’m here too, after all.”


  “Please tell me! What are you planning to do in the Demon Lord’s castle?”


  “I think the main purpose is to visit the tomb. …Marco, it’s on the castle grounds, right? …The cemetery where the royal family rests.”


  When Ain said with certainty, Marco nodded his head.


   


  It’s much easier to go through the forest than it was when Ain first came here.


  There wasn’t even a trace of snow on the road leading to the former Demon Lord’s territory. Marco must have done something about it.


  “We’ll be there in a few dozen minutes.”


  “That’s pretty fast.”


  “It’s not much of a walk, as long as it’s easy. And now that I’m leading the way, we’re taking the shortest route possible.”


  But Marco’s tone is somewhat sluggish.


  Curious, Ain saw purple smoke rising in the sky out of the corner of his eye.


  “What’s that?”


  “That place is a little way behind the Demon Lord’s castle. There’s a strong poisonous swamp that even Misty-sama has to avoid. There’s something glowing in the center, but no one has been able to touch it yet. It is a dangerous place that has claimed the lives of many adventurers and monsters.”


  “Poison… huh? I’m excited about something shiny in the center that might hold some treasure.”


  Unlike Dill, who sighed in exasperation, Marco had no particular emotional upheaval.


  “I thought it would be a ten-minute walk from the castle. It’s dangerous, so please don’t go there.”


  Ain had an absolute resistance to poison, but he decided not to think about it right now. More importantly, there are things waiting for him at the Demon Lord’s castle that he needs to confirm.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  After another short walk, the weather began to calm down.


  “We should be arriving at the town soon. Would you like to head straight for the castle?”


  “Yes, I think so.”


  “Understood. Then let’s keep going.”


  Suddenly, Ain looked up at the sky. In a few more hours, the night will completely fall.


  There is no light source other than the moonlight in the castle town of the former Demon Lord’s territory. Therefore, the former Demon Lord’s castle town was only dark and lonely with the silence.


  “There is one thing I must tell you.”


  “What is it?”


  It’s just a matter of time before they go under the gates of the Demon Lord’s castle, which is right under their noses.


  “You’ll need to pass through one room on the way to the cemetery.”


  As expected, Marco’s tone was slurred.


  “This is a ‘special’ place, created by those wonderful people. Please be careful. Although I guess you could get through it…”


  “I’ll be very careful. Definitely, something strange is going to happen… and…”


  It was too natural for him to react, but there was one big change in Marco’s words.


  (…I see.)


  An intense sadness pierced his heart deeply, and he was tormented by it.


  Ain understood it a lot. And he could see what Ramza wanted.


  (This was the true nature of the uncomfortable feeling I had in the forest.)


  When he thought about it, the discomfort he felt was because Marco was away from the castle. He had said that he couldn’t leave the castle for a long time for a reason. But today, he had left and came to pick up Ain near the Baltic.


  Needless to say, there was a change in his mind that Ain didn’t know about.


  Unaware of Ain’s concern, Marco put his hand on the Demon Lord’s castle door.


   


  The inside of the castle was as well built as the outside, much like the White Knight. Without saying anything to the two surprised people, Marco walked forward. They arrived in front of a door at the same place as the door that should lead to the beach behind the castle in White Knight.


  “This way.”


  A heavy, ominous air drifted from inside the black door.


  “I want Dill to wait in front of the room. Marco can wait for me in the hall.”


  “Understood. I will wait for you in the hall.”


  Ain patted his chest at his reply.


  There is no telling when the situation will turn out to be as dangerous as feared, and it would be convenient if Dill and Marco could be separated.


  “Dill, no matter what happens, you can’t come into the room.”


  “I know I should stop you, but… I understand. But please, don’t do anything rash.”


  “I know.”


  As they parted, Ain received the gift from Dill that he had bought in the city.


  When the door opened with a dull thud, the black mist that filled the room greeted Ain.


  “Then I’ll go.”


  When the door was finally closed, Ain looked inside and muttered, “It’s like a prison.”


  There was nothing inside but a simple structure reminiscent of a stone prison. There was not a single window, but only the door at the back of the room shone weakly with light.


  As he slowly took one step after another… the effects he had feared began to take hold.


  “…What’s this smell?”


  Suddenly, the room was filled with a certain smell. Unfortunately, the smell was familiar to him, the scent of bodily fluids that every man has.


  In his bewilderment, Ain sees a presence that has never been there before.


  It was a girl in chains.


  “Who are you?”


  Ain drew his black sword and took precautions, but there seemed to be no use.


  When he looked at the woman, he realized that she was about the same age as Ain.


  Her red hair was dingy and dark, and her clothes were as thin as a rag, stained with mud everywhere. Looking at her more closely, he sees that her entire body is stained.


  “What a horrible sight…”


  At this moment, Ain’s perception of the Red Fox’s room had vanished from his mind.


  “…and… and…”


  The girl’s voice came from the other side.


  “I’ll help you now!”


  Perhaps she noticed Ain’s voice, and the girl raised her head in a relaxed motion. Her expression could not be seen through her long hair, but she seemed to have glanced at him.


  In a blink of an eye, the girl disappears from view.


  “Hey… do you love me?”


  The girl who should have been right in front of him disappeared, and Ain heard her voice in his ear.


  Not knowing what exactly had happened, Ain shook his head back and forth, left and right, trying to check on her.


  But no matter where he looked, he could not find her.


  “…is that some kind of curse now?”


  He checked his palms, touched his face, and checked all over his body. Nothing changed, and he couldn’t even tell if there was a curse.


  “Hah… I just saw an incredibly unpleasant sight.”


  The horrible way that girl was treated stabbed him in the heart.


  It was hard to believe that everything was cursed by the Red Fox, and it remained inexplicable. It was just a matter of passing through one room, but he felt exhausted.


  “Let’s move on for now.”


  He decided to think about it later.


  There were no more obstacles in the way, and if he kept going, he would soon reach the door.


  He put his hand on the door and opened it to see the sun beginning to rise over the horizon. A slightly chilly breeze blew quietly, welcoming Ain, the first visitor in a long time.


  The cemetery here is built the same way as the royal cemetery in the royal capital.


  “…I can’t believe this place is built the same way. His Majesty the First… is no longer an obsession, is it?”


  Muttering to himself, Ain proceeded.


  It is similar to the royal cemetery in the royal capital, only the number of tombstones is different.


  In the case of the Demon Lord’s castle, there are only five tombstones. There were two tombstones in the front and three more in the back.


  When Ain saw the tombstone in front of him, he was convinced that the answer he was looking for was here.


  Ain stood in front of the two tombstones. He opened his bag and took out the items he had bought from inside.


  “…please excuse me.”


  He did what he had learned from Sylvird, just as he had done at the cemetery in the royal capital.


  The more carefully he could perform each gesture, the more stable Ain’s mind became. It went smoothly without any problems, and he soon moved on to the final gesture.


  Finally, he turned his attention to the name engraved on the tombstone.


  “As I thought, that’s what it was all about.”


  He raised the black sword to his chest. Unlike the time in the royal capital, the black sword glowed gently.


  “What happened, why did it happen…? There’s a lot I want to know, but thanks to you, I finally understand a little more ── His Majesty the First.”


  The tombstone is inscribed with the words.


   


  “Son of Ramza and Misty. The Second King of Ishtalika, Gail von Ishtalika. Rest in peace in his beloved homeland of Ishtalika.”


   


  ──The reason why the first king, Gail, is described as the “second king” is probably because he could not compromise.


   


  [T/n: I changed the name of the first king to Gail now, sorry for the inconvenience.]


   


  And the first person to become king in this land was the Demon Lord Arche.


  “I’m sorry, both of you, just let me check.”


  After apologizing to the two people inside him, Ain walked to the tombstones in the back.


  The names of Ramza, Misty, and Arche were engraved side by side. Behind the three names, there was even the name of the family, von Ishtalika.


  “He was forced to kill his family. I guess that’s what it means.”


  The Demon Lord’s forces would have included Ramza and Misty, meaning that only the first king, Gail, was separated.


  “…But since he returned to this place and is now laying his bones here, he must not have broken up or quarreled with the others.”


  After muttering, Ain walked.


  He headed towards the last remaining tombstone next to Gail.


  “Oh, I knew it.”


  The tombstone is inscribed with the following words.


   


  “The Second King of Ishtalika, Gail, and his wife, Raviola von Ishtalika. Rest in peace in their beloved homeland of Ishtalika.”


   


  This must be the beginning of the Ishtalika he lives in. Before it became a unified nation, there was indeed another Ishtalika here.


  “I’m still trying to figure it out. Hmm?”


  There was a small inscription underneath Raviola’s name. It was so weathered that Ain had a hard time reading it. But after a few dozen seconds, he was able to decipher it.


  “Raviola Wernstein…?”


  Why, why is Chris’s family name mentioned here? Chris’s race was elves, and Raviola’s race must have been pixies. He couldn’t help but wonder about the connection.


  I’ll have to see the family tree when I get home, said Ain.


  He was determined to get her to show it to him, even if she was embarrassed.


  “…Let’s go back for now. Dill is waiting for me.”


  A few questions were answered, and new ones arose.


  As a result, there were more things to think about, but the hypothesis that he had been considering was proven, and he walked down to Dill, tormented by mixed emotions that he could not put into words.


   


  

  


   


  He easily slips out of the room without the slightest disturbance on his way back.


  “I’m back!”


  “Ain-sama! I’m so glad you’re safe!”


  “Sorry, sorry. I’ve finished what I wanted to check.”


  “I’m glad to hear it. …Is that something you can tell me?”


  To be honest, he would love to tell Dill right now. But he couldn’t help wondering if it was the right thing to tell him. He wondered if he should tell him honestly.


  “I’m sorry. Now we have to go back to Baltic.”


  “Y-you’re absolutely right. I apologize… for my haste.”


  Since he could not find the best answer at the moment, Ain shelved the subject for the time being. By the time he returned to the train, he would have to figure out how to explain it, but that could wait.


  “Let’s go to the great hall then.”


  “Yes!”


  But before they went there, he had to warn Dill.


  “Sorry. Can I ask you something?”


  “Yes, what is it?”


  “When we get to the great hall, no matter what happens, you shouldn’t interfere. That’s it.”


  “…interfere?”


  Yes, interfere.


  At least, Ain wants to give him a chance to fight one on one. He was determined to finish the job with the sword he had been taught.


  Most importantly, Ramza has asked him to do so.


  Dill, who was not convinced, walked closely behind Ain without saying a word.


  The castle, which is dimly lit and looks just like the White Knight’s, is so full of its own daily life that Ain feels like he doesn’t need an escort.


  ──Eventually, they came to the great hall.


  Marco stood motionless beneath a beautiful and opulent chandelier.


  “Well, well. Have you finished your business?”


  It was so quiet that he seemed to be dead, but Marco spun around and looked at him when he heard Ain’s footsteps.


  “Thanks to you.”


  “That’s great to hear. …Are you going to the Baltic now?”


  “It’s almost dawn, so I plan to head straight home. I’ll be leaving soon.”


  “Very well. I’ll escort you halfway then.”


  Ain was praying. He kept praying that he would be able to leave the former Demon Lord’s territory in peace.


  “By the way… may I ask you one question?”


  Marco called out to him as he passed by, and Ain stopped abruptly in his tracks.


  Marco’s voice, which sounded vaguely cheerful, was eerie.


  “Oh… what is it?”


  Please ask me what happened at the cemetery. Just ask me what happened at the cemetery; Ain hoped that.


  “…about the cemetery? If it’s about the cemetery──”


  “No, no! I don’t care about that place! I was just… wondering how the rooms were that those people made. It must have been a wonderful place, right?”


  “Hmm, yes… that room.”


  He reached for the black sword he carried at his waist. He gripped the hilt tightly, exhaled sadly, and made up his mind.


  “I don’t understand the taste of the people who made that place.”


  He retorted. Strong as a fighter, with a hatred of the Red Fox.


  “…You shouldn’t say that. You may be suffering from some kind of illness. I would like to invite you to my home… There are many medicines in the basement of my home, and I am sure you will be able to use them to recover.”


  “Hmm… What kind of medicine is that?”


  It’s no use. His heart was aching.


  “The only thing it does is cause intense pain, and it will bring you back to your senses. I’ve been using it myself until the other day.”


  It was only recently that Marco had reached his limit.


  Looking down, Ain regretted that he should have come here a little earlier. Clenching his teeth tightly, he resented this unreasonable situation.


  “That’s nice. But I’m fine… so I’m going back to the city.”


  Even as they talked, Ain drew his black sword from his waist. He pointed the black sword, made from Marco’s material, at Marco in front of him.


  “No, that’s not it. For you… yes, this is for your sakeeeee…!”


  A strange voice shook the hall.


  Like Ramza, Marco created a sword out of nothing in the air and ran. He swung it wide and aimed at Ain’s neck.


  “I won’t let that sword reach me.”


  “A-Ain-sama…?”


  “No, Dill! Stay away from me! This is an order!”


  It’s hard to put into words, but Dill will be killed soon enough.


  “Why? Marco-dono is out of control!”


  “That’s why you can’t! I’ll deal with Marco, no, I have to!”


  The momentary exchange of fierce blows ended, and Marco took a few steps backward. Ain let out a dry laugh at the fact that he moved almost exactly the same way as he had in his dream training…


  Marco’s gaze flicked hurriedly from side to side between Ain and his own sword.


  “It was prevented… and that too is the commander’s swordsmanship? Could it be that the commander is by your side? Then why don’t you say how wonderful those people are? I see! So that’s it! The commander is sick too! So that’s what it means! Oh, commander, I’m coming right away! Please stay home and recuperate, commander! Oh! Wooooo!”


  Seeing Marco coming at him again, Ain smiles back sadly.


  “…Even though you’ve gone through so much, your swordsmanship is still the same, isn’t it?”


  “Now! Come, come, come, come! Please don’t hesitate to heal in my home!”


  As if remembering what happened in the dream, Ain swung the black sword calmly. He just silently searched for an opening and let out a sorrowful breath.


  “Why? What’s the point of defending yourself like that? Isn’t the commander with you? If so, why aren’t you praising the greatness of those people? Isn’t it possible that the commander has become ill as well?”


  The gap that Ain has been waiting for arose when Marco cut Ain endlessly while saying the same line as before. It’s the same timing as during training. It’s not hard to see why.


  “Kah… hah… W-why…!?”


  A hard blow from Ain deeply damaged Marco’s armor.


  “This is that! That… Uhh! Not enough faith, faith in those people! Not enough loyalty… loyalty…”


  When Marco was about to say the word loyalty, he cut himself. His voice returned to the tone of the man Ain knew so well.


  “What’s loyalty…!? What’s… what… Kuh… Haaah…!”


  “Marco! Are you back to normal?”


  “Hmm? ──Oh, I beg your pardon. I seemed to be a little confused and showed you an unflattering appearance. So we’ll start over, and let’s go to my house!”


  Perhaps only a handful of Marco’s ego has survived. It was because of this that he had some remaining willpower that he avoided the word “loyalty”.


  “I won’t go. Because… I think badly of the Red Fox; it’s only natural.”


  Marco’s movements stopped for a moment.


  “…It’s not about healing anymore. I have to devote my body to it! This is such a rude statement! If this is a test given to me? If so… I shall punish you!”


  “Marco! I know you were thinking the same thing!”


  “Punish, punish, punish, punish, punish!”


  “You’ve taught me so much! Please remember that!”


  While intercepting the oncoming Marco, Ain spoke his mind out loud.


  “I’m begging you… please come back to me…”


  If it weren’t for his earlier self-inflicted wound, Ain would never have found hope. Now that he had seen it, he was tempted to bet on the faint hope that it might be…


  However, it is the curse of the Red Fox that ridicules that hope.


  “Hey… no, no, no! I will punish you and cure you… don’t worry! I will be there for you!”


  Marco’s mind has been worn down to the point where his words have become inconsistent.


  Suddenly, a voice echoed in Ain’s mind.


  “──That’s enough. Please, give him some peace.”


  It was a pathetic, painful, clenched-teeth voice.


  “Marco… I will be the one to take care of you in your final days.”


  Recall the power of Dullahan Ramza to slaughter a sea dragon with a single sword.


  With his body and strength, it isn’t easy to manifest his strength. But he could at least imitate it and send Marco off with it.


  “I’m coming. Marco.”


  He inhaled. The old carpet and the dusty smell are fragrant.


  His body becomes hot. There was no discomfort, and he surrendered to the heat without fear. An inexpressible feeling of all-around happiness ran through his body.


  “Marco, I think this is the vessel that you saw in me.”


  As he gripped the black sword, the streaks on it pulsed loudly.


  “The castle is… shaking?”


  Dill muttered.


  The Demon Lord’s castle began to shake, albeit slowly. As if reacting to Ain’s breathing, it gradually rises like a heartbeat.


  This is a hymn.


  It was a hymn to celebrate the birth of a new king.


  “Ain-sama…?”


  Dill was concerned about the shaking, but he was even more concerned about Ain, who continued to fight.


  When he looked back at Ain, he saw that Ain’s appearance was gradually changing. Ain’s hair was growing so long that it went past his shoulders.


  His height, which was supposed to be smaller than Dill’s, had somehow grown to be much more developed. It wasn’t just his body that had changed; his face had changed as well. He became as beautiful as his mother, Olivia, but with a more dignified and masculine face.


  His appearance was such that if you were to say that this was how Ain had grown up, it would be easy to understand.


   


  Dill blinked for a moment, and then Ain disappeared from where he was standing, and before Dill knew it, he was standing right in front of Marco.


  “My body is still incomplete, but this is the swordsmanship I can do now.”


  As he swung his black sword, it was a different way of standing from the usual Ain.


  As soon as he had broken Marco’s center of gravity, he attacked him to make sure that Marco could not defend himself.


  “C-commander… you’re the commander, right?”


  What does he see in his eyes?


  Ain just put on a calm face and continued to chase after the surprised Marco.


  The sound of the sword fighting that echoed over and over again gradually lost momentum. This meant that the end of this battle… is approaching.


  “This is the end. Marco…!”


  Marco’s sword was blown away, and his collapsed stance caused him to fall to one knee. The moment he looked up… a black sword swung by Ain was approaching right under his nose.


  “──”


  There was a dull sound of metal slicing through the air.


  “Ah… aahh…”


  As he reached out with both hands to his pierced chest, the light faded from the streaks all over Marco’s body.
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  “Me… me… me, it wasn’t the Commander that pierced me…”


  “It was me.”


  The strong, staggering voice makes Marco raise his head. Streaks flashed as he looked up at Ain’s face, right beside him, and blinked.


  “You?”


  “Yes, Marco. I pierced your chest.”


  Fufu.


  Marco let out a gentle laugh.


  “…You’ve become stronger.”


  “Y-you’ve come to your senses! Marco! Have you come to your senses?”


  Ain lowered his hand from the black sword and supported Marco’s huge body as he fell.


  “I’m afraid… I can’t remember anything about it. Perhaps I swung my sword… at you?”


  “Wait! I’m going to get your magic stone now! So be quiet!”


  “…There is no need for that anymore. In the end, I was cut down by the commander’s technique. I am satisfied with that.”


  As his voice began to fade, every muscle in his body stopped blinking light.


  “Wait! This is an order, Marco! You are obliged to listen to my orders, aren’t you?”


  “I am at my wits’ end. I’m very sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave me alone.”


  Marco’s glimmer continues to get fainter and fainter like a firefly glowing. Just looking at him is painful, and Ain feels like he’s about to burst into tears.


  “Your commander is no longer with you. So, please, can you give me a moment of your time…”


  Whipping his body into a state of death, Marco desperately squeezed out the words.


  The commander, Ramza, is no longer there.


  “If… if you have to fight someone who uses the swordsmanship that you just saw, please say this to them for the last time.”


  These are the words Ramza had wished upon Ain. He remembers this and holds back the tears that threaten to flow in order to keep his promise.


  “…Marco, then I’ll tell you.”


  “…yes! This Marco will definitely receive your orders.”


  If his body were healthy, he would have made a neat salute with his movements.


  Marco can’t do that right now, so Ain took one last big breath and said those words to Marco.


  “”…Thank you for your hard work on the centuries-long mission.””


  These are the words that Ramza entrusted to him. Now he finally understood the meaning of this.


  When he met Marco for the first time, Ain had asked him if he was lonely and alone. At that time, Marco told him that this was an important mission.


  “C-comman… der…?”


  Ain had not been told what the mission was. However, after hundreds of years, Marco was finally told that his mission had ended.


  “Fu-fufu… I can’t think of a happier gift to receive at the end of my life than this. For the last time, can you tell me your name now?”


  It must really be the end.


  “…My name is Ain, Ain von Ishtalika. I am the next king of the rightful Ishtalika bloodline and the second of the Ishtalika royal family──”


  The words after the second one reached Marco’s ears only.


  “Oh… what a… what a dignified name.”


  His body trembled with rapture even though he was on the verge of death.


  “I was a fortunate knight. Please, Ain-sama, let me be by your side…”


  “Rest well, my friend. I’ll take care of all your thoughts.”


  Ain looked at Marco when he heard those words, and he seemed to smile with satisfaction.


  “May your name resound to the ends of the world… Oh, Ishtalika, glory be to you…”


  Marco’s body became hazy like a particle. A gust of wind blew, and he disappeared from the side of Ain.


  But just before he disappeared, he dropped a piece of parchment and a magic stone from inside his armor. Ain picked up the stone and absorbed its contents.


  The aroma and bitterness reminiscent of coffee ran through his body.


  His hand grasped the magic stone with great strength, and soon his chest was pulsating strongly. A number of glow sticks shot out from the magic stone, and the empty magic stone shattered.


  Then Ain’s body seemed to glow for a moment, and his hair grew out a little one last time, reaching his waist.


  “I was incomplete until a moment ago, but now I feel complete.”


  He muttered and then picked up the parchment.


  “…I see. Marco has been holding on to this command for hundreds of years, hasn’t he?”


  There were not many words written on it.


  However, he could sense a lot of thoughts from the command. The old, tattered parchment read as follows.


  “I want you to protect the royal capital and our home. Ramza von Ishtalika.”


  Marco had been defending the castle for hundreds of years… with nothing but honesty and sincerity.


   


  Epilogue


  After the fierce battle.


  It’s tough for Dill to understand why the fight happened and even what happened afterward.


  More importantly, he wondered why Ain’s body… had grown so much.


  “You’re Ain-sama… right?”


  “Yes. I’m definitely the Ain that Dill knows so well.”


  Normally, Ain would be the one who would be looked down on. But now, on the contrary, Dill was being looked down upon.


  “Even your hair has grown so long, and your face looks so much more mature…”


  He looked like he was about seventeen or eighteen years old.


  Dill can’t help but think that Ain has grown up to that age all at once. His face, body shape, and many other aspects, including the length of his hair, have changed, and he looks completely different from before he arrived at the Demon Lord’s castle.


  “I was absorbing Marco’s magic stone while fighting. I’m not sure about it, but I think that’s what made me grow up.”


  …Of course, this is also a lie.


  At least the aforementioned Ain was able to face Marco with only the strength of his sword as he promised. However, he would like to explain the changes that have occurred in his own body to Dill later.


  “It’s a long story. So, I’ll tell you about it on the way back to the royal capital. …Is that okay with you?”


  “…Very well. I’ll accept that for now.”


  Ain was really glad to have met Dill, who believed in him despite the many inconveniences he caused.


  “I think we should take a little detour before we head back to Baltic.”


  He had done what he had to do and confirmed what he had to confirm. But it’s not every day that he gets the chance to come here, so where does he want to go before he leaves?


  “Could it be that Ain-sama… is going to visit the poisonous swamp?”


  “That’s impressive, Dill! That’s right! Let’s go there now!”


  Unlike the way he looked a moment ago, he was back to his fun-seeking self.


  Dill is tired but decides to go along with Ain’s wild behavior.


   


  According to Marco’s explanation, a short walk would get them there. Surrounded by a lot of trees, they continued on their way, occasionally breaking branches.


  The footing was not good, and it was hard to keep going, but it was still several times better than the march in the snow.


  The sunrise dazzled through the thick trees.


  “Oh, it’s there! It’s there!”


  “Is that the poisonous swamp?”


  “If it’s that obvious, I’m pretty sure it’s the swamp.”


  The air is filled with a reddish-purple color.


  Ain stood and held up his hand as if to protect Dill.


  Then he activated the Toxin Decomposition, and the air around turned colorless and transparent.


  “Dill should not get too close.”


  “But then again, so is Ain-sama, right?”


  “I bet.”


  He chuckled and continued on his way.


  A few dozen meters in diameter, the wide swamp in front of them is overflowing with a shiny, dark, tar-like liquid. However, the color was bluish-black, and there was no particular pungent smell.


  On the contrary, it was gorgeous, with a scent reminiscent of roses.


  In the back, as Marco had said, there was light.


  “Is this scent poisonous…? I’m sure there are animals and monsters that would be fooled by this.”


  “I don’t think so. There are no such footprints around here, and not even the smallest insect has shown itself.”


  The strong pheromone-like scent is effective in the natural world to deceive others. However, the creatures that live by instinct in the poisonous swamp… are probably aware of its vicious toxicity.


  “But if it smells so good, I can’t help but wonder if it’s really poisonous.”


  “Haha, you’re probably right.”


  He smiled at Dill’s words and stepped into the poisonous swamp.


  When he put his hand on the swamp, clear water ripples spread out in a circle around the part he touched.


  “I wonder if it’s been detoxified.”


  “…I would have liked a word with you before stepping into it if possible.”


  “Oh… I’m sorry. I regret that.”


  He scratched his head and said the words apologetically.


  “I’m going to see the light. Can you wait for me?”


  “Very well. But please be careful; there is no guarantee that there are no monsters.”


  “Hmm. If it comes to that, I’ll swing my black sword and run away, so please wait for a while… Oh, It’s more like a puddle than a shallow one. Well… I wonder what’s there.”


  With each step, he slowly moves his feet so that they can be safe from the sudden deepening. Behind him, Dill was staring at Ain with a slightly worried look on his face.


  “Hmm…”


  Ain stepped boldly forward. His feet were cold, but his curiosity about the light prevailed.


  His lips twitched at the approaching light.


  “Huh? That light…”


  He remembered the way it shone. He followed his hurried footsteps, and there it was.


  “I see… It was the scent of this flower.”


  He bent down and reached out his hand to the flower that was there.


  “It’s cherry red, but… it is a Blue Fire Rose, isn’t it?”


  The cherry blossom-colored flames flickered, and with each petal, they shimmered in a gentle rhythm. When he approached it, he saw that it was clearly the Blue Fire Rose.


  There was no way Ain could mistake it for anything else.


  “It’s also poisonous… that’s for sure.”


  It’s not blue at all, so how can it be called Blue Fire Rose?


  “…I can’t pull it out.”


  Let’s try to pull it out of the ground and get rid of the poison. That’s what Ain thought, but no matter how hard he pulled, there was no sign of it being removed.


  In the end, he held it with both hands and pulled it, but there was no sign of it being pulled out.


  “How long are the roots growing… it’s not big enough to grow that far, is it…?”


  Could it be that the entire poison in this swamp is the poison of the root?


  The amount of poison is unthinkable for a normal Blue Fire Rose. It’s not just that it’s liquid, but that it creates a swamp.


  After a few moments of thought, Ain reached into the poison swamp and dissolved all the remaining toxins.


  Seeing that the area of the swamp was quickly shrinking, Ain let out a small chuckle.


  “Oh, it’s out.”


  At the same time that the swamp was drained of its poison, the Blue Fire Rose was also drained quite easily.


  “I’ll take the poison from it, too.”


  Ain gradually sucked up the poison from the bottom, just as he had done in the past. The shimmering of the petals became stronger and stronger, and one by one, they transformed into a beautiful crystal.


  From the flower pattern upwards, it quickly turned into a jewel.


  “It’s a cherry-red star crystal…”


  The mutated Blue Fire Rose, besides its vicious toxicity, also had this beauty…


  It is a star crystal that spreads the word of springtime as if petals are always flying.


  The sunshine of spring, the warmth of the day, and the dignity and beauty of the world are what drew Ain’s attention.


  “…Let’s take it home for now.”


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  After returning to the Baltic city, Ain and Dill hurriedly boarded the royal train.


  When they met again with the royal knights who had been waiting for them, they were all surprised and paused.


  “I absorbed a magic stone, and it made me bigger.”


  When he explained to them that it was too simple, they were baffled but agreed.


  The water train departed after Ain’s return.


  “Hey, Dill… Is it really okay if we just go back to the capital?”


  If it had been true, he would have told Dill many things when they got back to the water train.


  But Dill had changed his mind and said it could wait. It was a concern for the tired Ain.


  “…can you tell me one thing?”


  “Yes. Ask me anything.”


  “Is what you are doing for Ishtalika, Ain-sama? Or was it only for your own interest?”


  “I think it was important for Ishtalika.”


  When Dill heard these words, he simply smiled gently.


  “If so, that’s fine. I’m Ain-sama’s bodyguard, so I’m just protecting you. Even if it is the Demon Lord’s castle.”


  “…I’m sorry for coming here so suddenly.”


  “There’s no need to apologize. But Ain-sama is also tired. When we return to the royal capital, please allow me to talk to you again when you are healthy.”


  Then Dill walked away from Ain.


  “Please take a good night’s rest. I will come back when we reach the royal capital.”


  He closed the door quietly and moved into a completely separate room from Ain.


  Dill’s voice did not reach Ain as he walked out, but Dill stopped there and thought about a few things.


  “…There was nothing I could do about the fight with Marco-dono.”


  What a fierce fight it was.


  As much as he hated to admit it, it wasn’t easy, even for Lloyd. It was a battle of strength and skill, and Ain was waging it in such a way that made him think that.


  If he had tried to draw his sword, he would undoubtedly have slowed him down.


  “As a guard, as a person to be kept by his side… I could do nothing. In that case, Ain-sama, it is me who should apologize.”


  He just felt so frustrated.


  “Hah… Damn it… It’s so frustrating.”


  He can’t go on like this. He’s not going to change if he doesn’t do anything about it, so what should he do?


  “I have to be strong. More than ever, and much more than my father.”


  With tears streaming down his face, he thought hard about what he needed to do.


  He rubbed his eyes with the sleeves of his clothes and wiped away the tears that came from his eyes.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  After Dill left, Ain was trying to make up his mind.


  There was a single status card on the table in front of him.


  “…It’s about time I saw this.”


  Truthfully, he wanted to throw it out the window without looking at this thing.


  This is where he remembers the words he said to Marco at the end of his life.


  “…My name is Ain, Ain von Ishtalika. I am the next king of the rightful of the Ishtalika bloodline, and the second of the Ishtalika royal family──”


  The important thing is the continuation of the word “second”.


  “…I knew this was going to happen.”


  In the list of jobs, there is no such thing as named, which should have been written.


  What should he do with the two words that were written instead? When he returned to the castle, he had to tell Sylvird before anyone else.


  After that, he would have to think about it again.


  Ain traced the two words on the job with his finger and muttered them.


   


  “The Demon Lord… huh?”


   


  A Demon Lord is born in the royal bloodline of Ishtalika.


  He had heard the word “vessel” many times before, but he wondered if the vessel he possessed was the vessel of the Demon Lord.


  As a person who was chasing the Red Fox, he couldn’t help but feel the significance of the fate of the relationship.


   


  Ain von Ishtalika


  [Job]: Demon Lord


  [Physical Strength]: ─


  [Magic Power]: ─


  [Attack Power]: ─


  [Defense]: ─


  [Agility]: ─


  [Skills]: Demon Lord / Familiara / Dark Knight / Great Magic Guidance / Ocean Current / Dense Fog / Toxin Decomposition EX / Absorption / Gift of Training / Ice Dragon


   


  Afterword


  It’s been a while. I’m Yuki Ryo, the author.


  Thank you for reading the fourth volume of “Magic Stone Gourmet”.


  I hope you enjoyed the story this time. If you did, I couldn’t be happier.


  I made a lot of additions to this story as well. The first half of the story, the Upashikamui, is completely new, and I remember repeatedly condensing the web version and writing more…


  Throughout the whole story, I think I was able to touch on the knight named Marco.


   


  By the way, the original fourth volume and the first volume of the manga were released simultaneously this time. The comicalized version depicts a new landscape of Ishtalika and the shape of the continent that we haven’t seen before.


  The scene where they came from Heim to the great country of Ishtalika is spectacular.


  For example, “Oh, so this is the kind of world Ain and the others live in,” so please enjoy this new aspect of Magic Stone Gourmet.


  If you haven’t picked up a copy yet, I hope you’ll consider picking up a copy of the first volume of the manga.


   


  …Now that we have that out of the way, let’s talk about the next volume.


  In the next volume, Volume 5, the fate of the relationship with Heim will finally be settled.


  What will Ain, who has grown stronger and stronger through his experiences up to this point, do? The story is about a young girl who has become an assistant to the crown prince and will be reunited with her mother, Elena.


  The story will continue to unfold as the many fates are settled. Please stay tuned for further developments.


   


  Last but not least, I would like to thank everyone who was involved in the production of “Magic Stone Gourmet” Volume 4.


  I would like to thank Naruse-sensei again for all the help. In addition to the charming Ain and the others, as usual, I think I was able to finish this wonderful book thanks to your drawing of the adventurer’s town of Baltic.


  I would also like to thank the two editors for their help again.


  I would also like to thank the publishers, marketing staff, and everyone else who has been involved in this project.


   


  And most of all, I would like to thank everyone who has picked up a copy of the fourth volume.


  Thank you very much for picking up the fourth volume.


  I hope to see you again in Volume 5, and I would like to conclude my greetings for Volume 4 of “Magic Stone Gourmet”.


  Please continue to look forward to “Magic Stone Gourmet” in the future.
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