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  Prologue


  Ain had a dream.


  A few hours after the commotion at the Demon Lord’s castle, he was on his bed in the water train heading to the royal capital.


  In the dream, Ain was there as a lone bystander.


  ───In a dark and damp cave.


  He couldn’t figure out the reason he was born or why he was born, no matter how much he thought about it.


  The only thing he had done in the hours since he had awakened to his own mind was to check his body. Other than that, all he did was rest his body against the rock.


  “A-a…”


  He uttered a voice. It was the voice of a newborn.


  By the way, he felt awfully heavy and hungry. He was also scared, not knowing what was going on, and crying out for help.


  “It’s nice to meet you, little skeleton. …I see you still don’t understand a word I’m saying.”


  He shifted his body at the sound of the woman’s voice. He was secretly glad that he was no longer alone when the woman suddenly appeared and rummaged inside her robe, pulling out some magic stones.


  “Eat up. You must be hungry.”


  He could instinctively tell that it was food. His body was heavy, but he mustered up the strength to bite into the stone.


  He couldn’t taste it, and the stone he ate was falling through his bones. However, every time he bit into it, an inexpressible feeling of satisfaction enveloped his entire body.


  The heaviness he had felt earlier was gone. In fact, he felt very light.


  “I wonder if you’re a slave child. There is no way such a small child would be alone in a place like this. The cave must have collapsed after the earthquake last night, and the miasma must have turned you into a monster.”


  The woman was saying something, but he couldn’t understand what she was saying.


  “Poor child. You’ve been left all alone.”


  She said and hugged him. The sound of crunching bones echoed in the cave. He didn’t know what she was doing to him, but it felt warm.


  “Let’s go together. I don’t have a specific place in mind, but I’m sure it’ll be less lonely than being alone.”


  “…..?”


  “My name is Misty. I usually go by my family name, Sylvia, but I don’t get to use it much anyway, so you can call me Misty.”


  Ain, a bystander, remembered that. As he recalled, in an old book that Katima had, her name was written as Elder Lich Sylvia.


  In other words, her original name would have been Misty Sylvia.


  ───After leaving the cave, the two of them walked a long distance.


  It took them many days to cross the mountains, many days to cross the river, and many days to reach the great forest. They continued their journey together for what seemed like months.


  “Shall we rest for the day?”


  When he heard those words, his white-boned body was laid down.


  His body was stronger than before and had grown a bit bigger. Perhaps it was because he had eaten so many magic stones until today, but he had also grown to the point where he could speak.


  “Ai…!”


  He can sleep very well. Misty could see that he would be asleep within a few minutes.


  “Good boy. …oh, by the way, I should think of a name for you.”


  It is significant for a monster to have a name. It allows them to expand their evolutionary path. Although having a name does not make them stronger, it is an important ritual in expanding their future potential.


  She pressed her finger to her lips and thought for a few minutes.


  “How about Ramza?”


  She muttered to herself, looking at the small skeleton sleeping next to her.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Another tremendous amount of time passed, and then one day.


  “Haguhaguhaguhaguh!”


  Right in front of them, a silver-haired girl was vigorously chewing on a magic stone. The girl was surrounded by dried meat, fruit, and other food that the two had prepared during their journey.


  “You really do eat a lot, don’t you?”


  “Hey Misty, what kind of race is this girl?”


  “Succubus… I think? She’s still very young, though.”


  “Haguhaguhagu… Don’t get me wrong. I am a bundle of potential. I will grow up soon.”


  “R-right… I’m sorry about that. But how did you end up here all alone?”


  “I don’t have a tail; I don’t have wings. So I was abandoned… That’s it.”


  Indeed, it is hard not to think of her as a normal human being at first glance.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Nothing. It’s just that my mother threw me out because I wasn’t a normal Succubus. There’s no other reason.”


  Misty turned her affection towards the Succubus girl, just as she had done to Ramza before.


  “Do you want to go with me?”


  “Huh…? You want me to go? Where? With you?”


  The Succubus girl was puzzled by the unexpected words. She had expectations, and yet she looked wary, not wanting to grieve if her expectations were not met.


  “What is your name?”


  “…I don’t have one.”


  “Misty can give you one. Just like she did for me.”


  Then the three of them started walking.


  Ramza walks ahead while Misty walks with the Succubus girl by the hand.


  “Then how about Arche?”


  In response, the Succubus girl ─── nodded with sparkling eyes.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Arche is a shy person. The rest of the time, she loves to sleep and has many likes and dislikes, but she is not all flawed; she has one special talent. She was blessed with the gift of being strong.


  It’s a special talent that is more important than anything else to monsters and is hard to come by.


  “No, impossible… I don’t understand why and; I don’t think it should be me.”


  Arche said.


  She was about to reach a turning point.


  “I think Misty-Oneechan is perfect for the role. You have the looks and the tough personality.”


  “It looks like you don’t want any dinner.”


  “P-piiii!?”


  “What’s with that bird-like chirping… but it can’t be helped. You, the Demon Lord, should be the head of this town. That’s what the people we saved are hoping for.”


  “I don’t know. There must be some mistake. Yeah. It must be.”


  “When we first met you, you said something about being a bundle of potential.”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  Ramza held his head as he looked at her pouting face.


  “The work that needs to be done will be done by Ramza and me, so as long as Arche sits on the throne, that’s fine.”


  “Really? You’re not going to lie?”


  “Have I ever lied to you before?”


  “I once got a vegetable in my sweets that you said wasn’t in there.”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  Misty looked thoughtfully in the opposite direction.


  “There’s no point in playing dumb. I have a good memory.”


  Ramza swallowed the question as to why he couldn’t remember what he had said.


  But the final push did the trick, and Arche finally nodded.


  “But why me? I’m just a Succubus. I’m not evolved into a Dullahan like Ramza-Oniichan, and I’m not Elder Lich like Misty-Oneechan. The thought of failing and having my brother and sister hate me makes me want to die.”


  “We’re a family, so that kind of worry is ── right. It’s a little late for this, but I think we should have our own family name anyway.”


  “Hmm, Misty already had one, right?”


  “If it’s a meaningless family name that has been given on a whim, I’d rather not use it.”


  By the way, monsters basically do not have their own family name. This is because they have so many tenuous relationships that they rarely yearn for a form of family. However, the three of them here do not fall into that category.


  “If you want a new name for our family, I’m all for it.”


  “A-Arche too! Arche agrees!”


  “I’ll think of something. Do you two remember the name of this continent?”


  “I do! Ishtar! I don’t know who started calling it that, but that’s what it’s called!”


  As she said, it had been called that for some time. It was a name that was now widely used not only by monsters but also by humans.


  “In God’s words, family is called Likua. Let’s borrow God’s word for it, shall we? …But it’s a little hard to say Likua, so let’s use Lika.”


  Standing in front of Misty, the two of them were in a more uplifting mood than ever before. They were more excited than ever to be a family, both in name and in reality, and they felt it was worth more than any jewel.


   


  “We’ve decided. Our family name is───.”


   


  The scene Ain had been watching faded into a white haze.


  What Misty had said at the end never reached Ain’s ears. But even so, he could immediately guess. The words she spoke were the very beginning of the long history of Ishtalika.


   


  Chapter 1 – The Crown Prince Has Grown


  It was around ten o’clock in the evening, but the audience hall was unusually well illuminated.


  Several adults were gathered here, questioning King Sylvird.


  “So, father! What on earth did you ask Ain to do?”


  The one who had lost her usual gracefulness and was asking desperately was Olivia.


  She has the appearance of a pearl, and her glossy brown hair is shaking as she closes in on Sylvird. She was worried about Ain, who had presented her with a star crystal that swayed on her chest.


  “C-calm down, Olivia…!”


  But even when pressed like this, Sylvird had no answer.


  In any case, any communication that arrives at Sylvird will be delayed because it will have to come from the Baltic. The only message he received was that he wanted Olivia and the others to keep quiet about it.


  “Your Majesty.”


  The next person to speak to him was Krone.


  “Krone! Please tell Olivia what you know!”


  Before she could tell him that she didn’t know anything about it, Krone said.


  “With all due respect, Your Majesty, what did you order Ain to do?”


  Maybe Krone was… thinking about it, but she was just as worried about Ain. Her expression was calm, but her words were sharp.


  She was closing the distance between her and Sylvird with swift steps; her proud silver-blue hair swept wide. Her purple crystal eyes, reflecting her beautiful white porcelain skin, were pointed straight at him.


  There was a power in them that made him want to avert his gaze.


  “Good gracious, Your Majesty. It seems to be quite a challenge.”


  “Wa-Warren! Don’t just laugh and rub your beard; you should do something about it…”


  “I apologize, but I have not heard anything either. So, if anything, I am on their side.”


  The prime minister is not on his side either.


  Kuh ── what is that crown prince doing!? Sylvird thought.


  If he is departing from Baltic, he should be arriving by now. As Sylvird thought that, the door to the audience room was opened.


  “E-everyone, I see you are all here.”


  The one who entered the room was Martha, the first-class servant. She seemed to be in a hurry, catching her breath.


  “Oh, Martha! What brings you here so suddenly?”


  Is this what they call a godsend? Sylvird approached Martha, who had suddenly arrived, and spoke to her more casually than usual.


  “Um… Ain-sama has returned….. but…”


  It was great news.


  “Ain is back?”


  Olivia asked gleefully.


  “Y-yes. Indeed, Ain-sama is back… It should be, but…”


  Olivia and Krone’s expressions darkened with anxiety when they heard Martha’s slurred speech.


  “Could it be that something has happened to Ain?”


  “I’m not sure what to say… but it seems he’s gotten bigger…”


  Everyone in the audience room had no idea what that meant.


  When everyone was confused, Martha said, “I think you should see him in person… He’s waiting for you in the hall, and you can all come and see him.”


  They knew that Ain had left, but they had no idea what had happened.


  Everyone left the audience room and headed for the great hall to see for themselves.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Let’s go a little back in time.


  It was shortly after the royal water train returned to the royal capital when Ain got off at the White Rose station.


  (What was that dream I had earlier?)


  From the names that appeared in the dream, it must be the memories of Dullahan and Elder Lich.


  If that was the case, then the Demon Lord Arche’s character was calm itself. It’s not as if the girl was really trying to bring disaster to the entire continent.


  “──I knew she was deliberately made to go out of control.”


  He muttered to himself as he gritted his teeth and reached into his pants pocket. He touched the cherry-red star crystal he’d been holding in his hand and reconfirmed that what he’d done yesterday hadn’t been a dream.


  “Ain-sama, did you say something?”


  It was Dill, his personal bodyguard, who asked.


  “No, it’s nothing. …Well, we’re finally home.”


  “It’s been an unexpectedly long journey. I don’t want to tell you why it took so long, though.”


  “I know, I know, I’ll be more careful next time!”


  By the way, Ain felt fresh just walking around.


  The reason is that his body has become bigger due to his transformation into a Demon Lord. His stride was different, and above all, the height of his gaze was completely different. The White Rose station, where he was used to walking, seemed to be different from usual.


  “First of all, let’s hurry up.”


  “That’s right. The people of the royal capital have yet to see me as I am now──”


  “I’m afraid not. It’s for the sake of His Majesty and everyone else waiting in the castle.”


  “…Let us hasten greatly, shall we?”


  They hurriedly left the premises. He went into the carriage that had been prepared for him outside as if to hide.


   


  ──When Ain arrived at the castle, he received a different kind of gaze than usual.


  This is because of Ain’s current appearance.


  Who on earth is that? The people who work at the castle were looking at him wide-eyed. The person walking next to Dill looked like Olivia, but he also looked like Ain. If they were to say, he looked like a grown-up version of Ain; he could honestly be believed to be ── a member of the royal family of Ishtalika.


  But there is no such royal family. This is why they were so confused.


  Then Ain said as he placed the luggage he had brought on the floor.


  “Are you there, Martha-san?”


  The slightly loud voice he used was exactly that of Ain.


  His voice was a little louder than the one that had been heard the other day, and it sounded like a slight change of voice. But there was no way she could mistake Ain’s voice.


  Then, from somewhere inside the castle, Martha arrived in a flash.


  As soon as she arrived, she bowed to Ain and immediately looked at her son, Dill.


  “Where is Ain-sama who is supposed to be back?”


  “He’s right next to me.”


  What a foolish thing to say, Martha thought, and she wanted to kick Dill out, but there’s no way she could do that.


  Martha had seen Ain as soon as she arrived and had thought, “No way.” But the unrealistic phenomenon was too much for her to comprehend right away.


  “Could it really be you, Ain-sama…”


  “I’ve been through a lot, and I’ve grown up. I’ll tell you more after I talk to my grandfather.”


  “I don’t know what’s going on, but… I understand. The only thing I can tell you is that you need a change of clothes now, Ain-sama?”


  When she looked at Ain’s feet and hands, he was obviously not wearing the correct length.


  “I think I’ll ask for that as well. And can you tell my grandfather that I’m back? I’ll remain here to do some unpacking.”


  He looked tired but still smiled like he always did.


  “Also, if you could give me a string to tie my hair with, that would be great. It has grown too long, and I need it.”


  His hair was as long as Olivia’s.


  With makeup on his face, it could look like there were two Olivias. There was still a trace of boyishness in his face, but there was also a hint of sexiness in the way he squinted his eyes.


  “I’ll go tell them. I’ll bring you something to tie your hair with, so please wait a moment.”


  “Hmm, that’s okay.”


  After watching Martha walk away, Ain turned his attention to the luggage he had brought.


  He opened his mouth as he unpacked.


  “Oh, by the way, Dill…”


  “What is it?”


  “Well, next time you’re free, why don’t you go shopping with me?”


  In response to Ain’s abrupt words, Dill stopped reaching for his luggage.


  “I will be happy to accompany you, but what kind of shopping?”


  “I want to buy clothes now that I’m getting bigger. So could you come with me?”


  “In that case, I’ll introduce you to a store I use all the time.”


  The two of them acted as usual. They were acting as usual, which was also strange to those around them, and they couldn’t help but wonder what was going on in their minds.


  When no one had any answers, a fine person walked up to the scene.


  “Ain-sama! Welcome back──.”


  The person who said that was Chris, the personal guard of Ain and Olivia.


  Her blue jade eyes outshine any jewel, and she is the beauty that Ain called the moon goddess the other day. She came in with her hair down, unlike before, and her golden hair was swaying.


  “Welcome back….. huh…..?”


  If she had a tail, she would have wagged it vigorously.


  She was so happy to see Ain return to the castle, but her vigorous gait became calmer as she approached Ain, and when she was a few steps away, she stopped, looking confused.


  She maintained a delicate distance from him, like a cat watching its master after a long absence.


  “I’m home, Chris.”


  Ain said, “I’m so sorry I’m a little late,” narrowing his eyes apologetically.


  “…H-huh? Are you… Ain-sama?”


  “Yes. I’m Ain.”


  Ain stopped unpacking and approached Chris.


  When he approached, his appearance was different from what she had seen before. It was natural for Chris to flinch.


  “How did you get so big… and grow your hair so long?”


  The height difference between the two of them hadn’t changed much recently. But now, Ain was clearly taller than her.


  “I’ve been through a lot.”


  Chris looked up at Ain, who replied, blinking repeatedly.


  “You’ve become dignified… I think it’s wonderful… But I was worried that you really are Ain-sama.”


  “This is the outfit I always wore, right? And this sword.”


  He proved it with gestures, and Ain smiled his usual smile.


  “Can I get a closer look?”


  “I think it’s close enough, but sure.”


  There were only about two more steps between them. But Chris closed the distance even further, to a few centimeters.


  “Sniff… Sniff…”


  Eh? Ain’s mouth was half open in surprise at her behavior.


  If his eyes were right, Chris was using her nose more than her eyes. Her face was close to Ain’s chest, and she was using her nose without worrying about the eyes around her.


  What was it that she said she would look at?


  Chris’s breath was on his chest, tickling him a little.


  “Yeah, yeah.”


  Chris nodded in a satisfied manner.


  “You’re really ── really Ain-sama, aren’t you?”


  Then she looked up happily and finally came to believe that it really was Ain.


  (That’s how you figured it out…?)


  It seemed that Chris had further evolved her loyal dog level while he hadn’t seen her for a few days, but he didn’t think there was such a way to identify him.


  Soon, the voices of the new ones arrived.


  “Oh, Ain! You’re finally──.”


  The surprise that Sylvird and the others showed when they arrived was as brilliant as Chris’.


   


  

  


   


  “This place will do.”


  Sylvird said with a sigh as they entered a small room at the further end of the audience hall.


  “I was brought here quite forcibly, but are you sure my mother and the others are okay with it?”


  “When I took you out forcibly, there was indeed a lot of criticism. It was inevitable since everyone was looking forward to your return, but I also had to ask about the situation. Everyone can wait for it. It is my responsibility to take care of everyone, you know.”


  “Yes, I’m sorry.”


  Ain apologized with a slight bow. He then tied up his hair with a hair clip that Martha had given him.


  “You have to tell me everything. Why did you act arbitrarily? Why did you grow up…? It doesn’t matter how long it takes you to tell me. Just tell me everything without hiding anything.”


  Sylvird sat down on the sofa, looking tired.


  Looking at him, Ain deeply regretted that he had given him so much trouble. But this investigation was necessary, and the results were good enough.


  ──But he was a little reluctant to tell him everything.


  (His Majesty the First wanted to keep it to himself, after all.)


  Why was he buried in the Demon Lord’s territory? Although he didn’t know who had buried him, at least there was no record of the first king, Gail, being born in the former Demon Lord’s territory.


  So it is logical to assume that he decided to hide it himself. But he couldn’t avoid talking about it. It’s a story that should be told to the king, Sylvird.


  “Please keep what I’m about to tell you a secret between you and me, grandfather. ──I reached a conclusion the other day, when I visited the tomb of His Majesty the First.”


  This is how Ain begins his story.


  Why did he send a letter saying that he was going to the former Demon Lord’s territory? And what actions he took.


  Sylvird listened quietly.


  He occasionally let out a sigh with a grim expression on his face, but he never interrupted and silently listened to Ain’s words.


  Then Ain said something about what had happened.


  He told him that he had met Dullahan and Elder Lich in the dream world. The Demon Lord’s castle was built exactly like this one, and in the royal cemetery, which was also built, there was the real tombstone of the first king.


  And he also told him that he had a one-on-one fight with Marco.


  “Indeed, you cannot tell anyone. It’s not something that should be told to anyone but me.”


  “…but I do apologize for my behavior.”


  “Umu. The responsibility lies with Ain, just as it does with the recent royal water train. However, there is no time to talk about it now. If what Ain has found out is true, it means that the true first king of Ishtalika is the Demon Lord.”


  It was no wonder he was confused.


  It is not an exaggeration to say that the first king, to whom all the inhabitants of Ishtalika pay homage, was related to, or close to, the Demon Lord.


  “I never thought that your sword would end up like this.”


  Sylvird had mixed emotions when he saw the sword Ain was carrying.


  “You didn’t know, did you, grandfather? The fact that His Majesty the First is not resting on his tombstone here?”


  “I’ve never heard of it, and there is no record of it. Of course, it must have been the same for my father, the previous king.”


  The Demon Lord Arche’s rampage caused a lot of damage. It is also true that many lives were lost, and many scars were left behind. Is this why he hid this fact, in order to not cause confusion in Ishtalika?


  “I’ll tell you again. Everything you just told me can’t be told to anyone else.”


  “I understand. I’ll leave the rest to your judgment, grandfather.”


  “Do so. Whether or not to pass it on to future generations is a matter for me and Ain to discuss.”


  “Understood.”


  “By the way, how much does Dill, who accompanied you, know about this?”


  “Nothing like what I told you, grandfather. But he saw the whole fight with Marco-san.”


  “If that’s the case, I’ll tell him about it later. I have to forbid him to tell anyone what he knows about this matter. We can’t make this public, and that means I can’t even pay you for what you’ve done.”


  “That’s fine. In exchange, you will pretend that you did not see my arbitrary actions, right?”


  When Ain replied, Sylvird laughed and said,


  “You are as intelligent as ever.”


  “I’ve been studying with you, after all, grandfather.”


  If Sylvird were to punish him, he would have to reveal the reason. Then they would have to disclose where Ain had been and what he had done.


  So the best thing to do was to pretend that it all never happened.


   


  Finally, the report on the first king was over, but Sylvird had no time to rest as he asked.


  “Now, let’s move on. Explain to me why your body has grown so big.”


  It was natural that he would ask Ain this, but Sylvird was hoping that the conversation would not drift away just for today.


  As expected, considering the status card, Ain was more hesitant to answer than to report about the first king.


  “What are you hesitating about? It’s a little late for that now, isn’t it?”


  Ain nodded gravely and went through his pockets, pulling out his status card from his tight clothes.


  “This says it all.”


  Letting out another deep sigh, Sylvird kept his face down and held out his hand to Ain.


  He said briefly, “Show me.” He took the status card as if snatching it and looked at it fearfully.


  He looked at the name first, then lowered his gaze.


  “───.”


  He gasped when he saw the “Job” column.


  “I’m… dreaming, aren’t I?”


  He opened his eyes to the words “Demon Lord” projected in his vision. In addition to the job, there is certainly the word “Demon Lord ” in the skill section as well.


  Incidentally, another skill called “Familiar” has also been added.


  This is because of the effect of absorbing Marco’s magic stone.


  “It’s a joke. This is a ridiculous story…”


  Even the information he just received is difficult to manage, and now it’s the Demon Lord.


  “How is your consciousness! Is there any difference?”


  “It’s exactly the same… Ah, but there is one difference. “


  Sylvird’s tension reached a climax when Ain looked as if he had noticed something.


  “Is there some kind of dangerous urge?”


  “No, it’s just that my clothes are getting smaller, and I need new ones.”


  Then the light went out of Sylvird’s eyes.


  Then he stood up and walked over to Ain. When Ain was looking at him curiously, he suddenly raised his fist high.


  “Funuaaaaah!”


  The fist, as hard as stone, strikes Ain in the head.


  “It hurts… It really hurts…! What are you doing all of a sudden?”


  “I don’t like to use physical punishment, but I think my grandson needs to be punished for his overzealousness.”


  “It can’t be helped! But it’s really tight! It’s just too tight, so tight that my body starts to tighten up, and it’s painful!”


  “…Funnuuh!”


  “I-it hurts! Why did you do it again?”


  After the second iron fist, Sylvird returned to the sofa with a satisfied look on his face.


  “I’ll have some clothes for you in a few days. You can either call the official merchant to the castle, or you can buy them in the castle town.”


  His grandfather’s iron fist hurt like hell. He stroked his head, and he could feel the bumps forming and the heat slowly building up.


  “You should cut your hair while you’re at it. It’s beautiful, like Olivia’s, but it gets in the way when you swing your sword.”


  “Yes, sir. I will do that.”


  “Good grief, Ain… You may have achieved great things like his Majesty the First you are fond of, but then you became a Demon Lord. I really don’t understand this crown prince. But if we consider that your current appearance is a grown-up version of you, Ain, it’s not bad at all. You have a good face.”


  When he was told that, Ain suddenly looked at the window.


  From the outside, he looked four or five years older than his age. He looked as if he was a year or two older than Krone, which seemed to fit.


  “But what should I tell my mother and the others about my appearance?”


  “Don’t call it the Demon Lord transformation. Just tell them that you have absorbed the magic stone and have grown in size. Let’s tell the people that you have grown rapidly into a powerful dryad.”


  He had just recently come of age as a dryad, and he felt comfortable with it.


  His heart ached at the thought of lying, but it could not be helped.


  “By the way, about those two skills you mentioned.”


  It must be about the Demon Lord and Familiar.


  “I don’t really understand it either. So I thought I’d talk to Katima-san about the Familiar.”


  “Please do so. ──Have you been able to use any of Dullahan’s skills?”


  Then Ain remembered what had happened in the dream world.


  Misty had said that he might be able to use it by the time he returned home. Perhaps she had foreseen that Ain would become a Demon Lord. His body was probably not strong enough to use Dullahan’s power before. A good example of this was the incident when he returned from Euro Dukedom.


  “I think I can… probably.”


  He thought about the jet-black armor he wore the other day. He remembered the feeling he had when he wore it.


  As he recalled it little by little, Ain gradually put a black shadow on his hand.


  A rugged yet powerful jet-black armor appears on Ain’s right arm. It’s just on the arm, so is it a gauntlet? It’s not the same thing as armor, but that’s not the point.


  “As expected of a Demon Lord.”


  The two of them sighed for the umpteenth time and laughed at the situation.


   


  

  


   


  After a while, he left the audience hall and found the people who had been waiting for him there.


  It was Chris, Krone, and Martha.


  ──Jiii…


  A gaze that seemed to emit such a sound effect was directed at Ain. The main owner of the gaze was Krone, who was staring at Ain without blinking an eye.


  “Um…”


  Ain looked back with a troubled look, but the situation remained the same. Krone, who is staring at him with a straight face, stands at a distance of about one step away from him than usual.


  “…..”


  “Um… it worries me if you don’t say something.”


  Her silence is a little strange, but the look she gives him is fresh. A few days ago, their eyes were almost at the same height, but now Krone is looking up at him.


  Just as Ain was feeling some joy in his manly heart, Krone finally opened her mouth.


  “Your Highness, may I come a little closer to you?”


  The reverent Krone asked as if she were speaking to a stranger.


  “I don’t mind, of course.”


  Krone didn’t even wait for a reply and just moved closer to him. And as soon as she boldly closed the distance so that she was in close contact with Ain’s body.


  “Excuse me then.”


  Finally, she grabbed Ain by the chest, stood on her tiptoes, and brought her face close to his neck.


  “Hey…?”


  It wasn’t just Ain who was confused by the passionate gesture. The other two, Chris and Martha, were also confused.


  It was a bold gesture as if they were hugging each other. Ain’s cheeks, which hadn’t changed at all no matter how big his body had become, instantly flushed.


  “Suh… suh…”


  Gradually, Krone’s face drops down to his neck and collarbone, and finally, she puts her face into his chest.


  (It’s a bit of a déjà vu.)


  After regaining his composure, Ain remembered what had happened as soon as he returned to the castle.


  He thought it was just like Chris.


  But it was a little different from Chris’s situation. In Krone’s case, she was breathing as if she was taking a deep breath. The degree of closeness was incomparable.


  As soon as Krone’s eyes started to glaze over, she said in surprise.


  “…you are really Ain, aren’t you?”


  “Hey, is that a popular way to confirm this?”


  He didn’t expect to be subjected to such a method of judgment in succession, and he was enveloped in a subtle emotion that he couldn’t put into words.


   


  He had been thinking about it all the way to the castle, but he couldn’t stand the tightness of his current clothes. But it was also true that there were no clothes that fit him at the moment.


  When he returned to his room, Ain walked through the living room to his bedroom and stood in front of his dresser, thinking about this.


  “I wonder if I should have borrowed something from grandfather.”


  Sylvird was much bigger than Ain was now. He wondered if the king had any clothes that would fit him, but borrowing clothes from the king seemed like a problem.


  “I guess I don’t have a choice ── Oh, Martha-san.”


  “How can I help you?”


  “I haven’t seen my mother since I came back. How is she?”


  “She’s happily back in her room.”


  “…Hmm?”


  “She has always loved you more than anyone else, and I think that if she were to see the dignified growth of your figure, she might lose her composure. I’m sorry to say this, but she’s really spoiling Ain-sama now more than ever…”


  Olivia is a woman who understands what is going on.


  Ain lifted the corners of his mouth, then unbuttoned his clothes, took off his shirt, and put on the bathrobe that he had prepared.


  “I apologize; that’s all I could prepare for you now.”


  “It’s okay. It’s my fault for getting so big so fast.”


  He almost laughed at himself for saying that.


  “We have clothes for visitors, but we don’t want you to have to change into them. I’ll have some clothes for you tomorrow, so please be patient.”


  “I don’t mind; it’s so comfortable.”


  “Thank you for your concern. Well then, if you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to ask.”


  Martha left Ain’s bedroom.


   


  A few moments later, Ain also walked towards the living room.


  He saw Krone and Chris sitting on the sofa.


  “Hey, are you going to cut your hair?”


  “Yes, I’ll cut it. It’s getting in the way.”


  “That’s a pity! I don’t think you need to cut it!”


  “Yeah, I think it’s a pity, just like Chris-san said.”


  While thinking about what to do, Ain sat down in front of them after being told something like that.


  “Can I touch it a little?”


  Then without waiting for Ain’s reply, Krone stood up.


  “I didn’t say it was okay yet.”


  “Ara, I can’t?”


  “I didn’t say no, but…”


  “Fufufu, then fine.”


  She sat down next to Ain with the same adoring smile on her face.


  At first, she was happily touching Ain’s hair, but a little while after she reached for it, her expression gradually changed.


  “Eh, no way… wait a minute, really?”


  “Um, Lady Krone? What’s wrong?”


  “…wait a minute, please.”


  When she replied to Chris, Krone quickly reached for her own hair.


  Her silver-blue hair reminded of well-maintained silk threads. She touched it from top to bottom as she had done with Ain as if to check the texture.


  “No way.”


  “Why are you so surprised just now?”


  Ain finally lost his nerve. He called out to the stunned Krone as if to pursue the matter.


  “Never mind! Ain, just wait a minute… Chris-san, please come to the other side and touch Ain’s hair.”


  “──Me?”


  “Like this, from the top to the bottom of the hair… Touch it slowly.”


  “Okay, but is Ain-sama okay with me touching his hair?”


  “If I say you can touch me as much as you want, that would be a bit of a problem, but yes, you can.”


  He wondered what this hair was all about. He didn’t understand why she had bothered to call Chris and made her touch it.


  Putting that aside, Chris came next to Ain and gently reached out her hand. Ain’s hair was waist-length, and even though it was tied up with the string Martha had given him, it was still long enough to drape over the sofa.


  At first, she touched it slowly, but then, like Krone, she started to be surprised.
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  “It’s embarrassing when you touch me without telling me.”


  “Lady Krone?”


  “…Yeah.”


  “It’s unfortunate, but it seems to be true.”


  They nodded their heads in agreement as they conversed.


  “What are you two so convinced about, what’s true and what’s not…?”


  “Oh ── I’m sorry. I think it’s better for you to find out for yourself why we were so surprised.”


  Krone then held out Ain’s right hand.


  “With my hand?”


  “That’s what I mean. It’s faster if you can check it out for yourself.”


  He did not know what was happening, but he complied and put his hand on hers.


  Her hands are smooth and shiny, and it’s comfortable just to touch each other.


  “You can even touch the bottom; just make sure you do it right.”


  Ain’s hand, half forced, touched Krone’s hair. Her hair was silky to the touch and smelled good. But Ain didn’t understand why this was happening.


  “I think your hair is beautiful and silky as always.”


  Well, when he said as always, he didn’t mean that he touched it every day.


  Anyway, so what? Ain was tempted to retort.


  “I’m working hard every day, after all. …You can touch your own hair next.”


  “Okay, but you have to let go of my hand.”


  “Don’t worry about it. Compare it to my hair!”


  Ain touched his own hair with his other hand, but.


  ───He didn’t know. He tilted his head to the side.


  Then Krone said with a frustrated pout on her lips as though she had no choice.


  “You know, Ain’s hair is silkier than mine.”


  Ain understood what she was trying to say, but he couldn’t just accept it.


  “I think Krone’s hair is more comfortable to the touch.”


  “──It’s really, really nice of you to say that, but…”


  “Since we’re women, it’s frustrating to lose to Ain-sama…”


  “T-that’s what this is about!”


  “Therefore, Ain-sama, I think it would be regrettable if you cut off your hair.”


  Krone agreed with Chris’ words. She nodded vigorously and looked at Ain with expectant eyes.


  “It’s going to be tough to keep it this long.”


  If it’s so long that it reaches the waist, it’s hard just to maintain it.


  There are many women who carefully groom their hair, like Olivia, Krone, and Chris. However, Ain had never done that before, so he didn’t want to go through that kind of trouble.


  First and foremost, he didn’t want to hinder his ability to swing his sword.


  “How about if it’s as long as your shoulder blades?”


  Ain put his hand on his own back and checked the length of his shoulder blade…


  It’s still too long. He didn’t want to be at that length too much.


  “I’m sorry, but it might still be a problem.”


  Not wanting to give up, Krone persisted.


  “Does it really bother you?”


  “It’s hard to move. A little longer than before would be fine.”


  “I see… I’m sorry, but that should do it.”


  “But you know,” Krone continued. “I’m sure Olivia-sama will say the same thing as I do, so you’ll have to do your best to convince her.”


  And then she confronted Ain with a new problem.


   


  

  


   


  The next morning.


  It was still dark outside the window with the lapis lazuli color of pre-dawn. Ain woke up on the sofa, but his memory was hazy.


  Perhaps he had fallen asleep on the sofa last night in the middle of a conversation.


  Although Krone and Chris were concerned about Ain’s monsterization.


  (There was no sense of discomfort at all.)


  Rather, they even felt relieved.


  In addition to being able to exchange words with Ramza the Dullahan in the dream world, he was able to trust their words because of Marco’s way of life.


  So, what did he do after he told them…?


  He woke up from sleep, and his mind wasn’t working, but he tried to wake up anyway.


  “…..Eh?”


  He couldn’t move his body. He wondered why, and when he looked at his surroundings, he immediately understood the reason.


  Chris was on his lap. And on his shoulder, Krone was snuggled up to him, breathing peacefully.


  “Suu… suu…”


  Krone’s gentle breathing continued.


  “No… If you’re going to absorb it, do it more gently.”


  Chris on his lap was talking strangely in her sleep.


  He doesn’t know what kind of dream she’s having. The way she stubbornly tries to get him to absorb has become a commendation.


  “I’ve already told you many times that I won’t absorb it.”


  Now, how should he get out of here?


  The bell to call the waiter is on the desk, and of course, it’s not within arm’s reach. This means that he can’t even call Martha.


  He didn’t want to wake up the two sleeping girls.


  Thinking of what to do, he whispered, “Martha-san.”


  As he smiled bitterly, he heard a knock on his room door a few dozen seconds later.


  “Good morning. Are you calling for me?”


  “Martha-san, you’re super awesome…”


  Martha took this voice as an answer and opened the door.


  “What can I do──?”


  Martha opened the door. When she saw Ain being cuddled by the two women, she stopped, her eyes widening.


  In her hand was a change of clothes for the larger Ain, but she unintentionally dropped it on the floor.


  Then she opened her mouth, still looking surprised.


  “…I think you should decide on the first queen as soon as possible. Even if Ain-sama does not want to make a difference, your subjects will still feel uneasy.”


  “No, you’re wrong. You’re making a terrible mistake.”


  “We, the servants, would welcome it. It is only natural to have several queens. It’s not that we’re unhappy with you, but as your subjects, we feel more comfortable that way…”


  “I’m sorry, Martha-san. Listen to me.”


  “Then… take your time.”


  Martha said and picked up Ain’s change of clothes that she had dropped. She quickly places it beside the sofa where Ain is sitting and then quickly leaves Ain’s room.


  “Now…”


  How can he get out of this situation again?


  Ain began to think of a new way out.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Eventually, when Ain was in trouble, Krone woke up, which was a big help to him.


  She helped him lay down Chris, who hadn’t woken up yet and stood up from the couch. Then he changed into the clothes that Martha had prepared for him first thing in the morning. Just by putting on the right size clothes, it was easier to spend time without the tightness he had felt yesterday.


  After that, he left Krone in charge of Chris and left the room.


  He went down a few stairs and was walking down a corridor.


  “──Fumu. You really are big, aren’t you-nya?”


  A woman was standing with her back against the wall.


  She’s Ain’s aunt and the first princess, Katima. She is one of the rare different races in Isthalika, a Caith Sith, and also a clever and talented woman.


  She was surprised by Ain’s condition, but she was calmer than anyone.


  “It looks like I’m too late to get you the results of my research-nya.”


  “What research results?”


  “About Ain’s monsterization-nya.”


  Then Katima approached Ain.


  They’ve always had a big height difference, but now it’s especially noticeable.


  “I think we talked about this at Magic City Ist-nya, but monsterization is a phenomenon that should be determined as evolution-nya. The process of monster evolution is the same as the process of Ain becoming strong because Ain was also eating a lot of magic stones-nya. …So I was going to tell Ain about this when you came home from work-nya. but…”


  “…Um.”


  “You don’t have to say anything-nya. I can predict what happened to you by looking at you now-nya. Also, my father warned me last night not to do anything too much to you-nya.”


  Katima must be aware of what happened to Ain. It is not clear if she even anticipated that he has become a Demon Lord, but it would not be surprising if she did.


  But.


  “I don’t care if Ain is evolving, as long as Ain stays as Ain-nya.”


  This was the conclusion she came to.


  The biggest concern with monsterization was that Ain would lose his ego as Ain. Even if monsterization was an evolution, if Ain could keep his ego, there was nothing better than that.


  “I’m sorry; I appreciate you saying that.”


  “Don’t worry about it-nya. Well, if there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know-nya.”


  She smiled wryly and turned on her heel.


  “I thought you had a local wife-nya…”


  “Um, what did you just say?”


  “Nothing-nya. Then come to my room immediately if you need anything-nya!”


  As she walked away, her steps were as light as usual.


  “She’s a very perceptive person.”


  He admired her brains for sensing the situation without saying a word.


  Although she had been warned not to touch him too much, she gave him some advice and told him to rely on her when the time came. She never seemed to be the kind of person who acted outrageously on a daily basis.


   


  Eventually, Ain walked in the opposite direction of where Katima had left off.


  “Well…”


  He didn’t have a destination in mind, but he decided to go for a walk in the courtyard.


  As soon as Ain started walking, he noticed a man walking in front of him. He seemed to have noticed Ain too and approached him with a smile on his face.


  “Well, well, Ain-sama, good morning.”


  “Good morning. You’re up early too, Warren-san.”


  “As I thought last night, even I am a little bewildered when I see you looking so dignified.”


  “I’ll cut my hair later, though.”


  “Oh, that’s a pity.”


  “Krone and Chris told me too. But it’s hard to move around like this.”


  After exchanging greetings and light words, Ain asked.


  “Are you working at this hour?”


  Warren usually came to work early. But it was particularly early today, partly because of his heavy workload.


  “The year is almost over, so I’ve got a few things to take care of. In addition, I’ve been working on the royal family’s official duties for the next year.”


  “Next year? Do I have any official business scheduled?”


  “Yes. I’d like to suggest a visit to the port city of Magna.”


  “Could it be about the Red Fox?”


  “No, it has nothing to do with that this time. There is a lot of information that Marco-dono has shared with Ain-sama that I’m curious about, but your official business at the port city of Magna is on a completely different schedule.”


  The main work is to inspect and meet with the nobility.


  “It’s scheduled for just before spring.”


  Warren, who had been smiling up until now, suddenly tightened his expression.


  “The rest is still undecided, but I think the meeting with Heim will take place in the summer.”


  For Ain, it was as if it had finally arrived.


  “It’s going to be a bit of a mess, isn’t it?”


  “You’re right. His Majesty will participate in the meeting, and the King of Heim will also visit. Of course, the generals of the two countries will also participate in the meeting…”


  “That means that… Logas will be there.”


  “In addition, your brother in the service of the third prince Tigre will also be there.”


  When Warren said that much, he was concerned that Ain would feel uneasy. He said that it was inevitable that he would feel uncomfortable and that the only way to avoid that was not to participate.


  But Ain shook his head and said.


  “It was my words that initiated the meeting. I will not run and hide.”


  “──Fufu, you’ve really come into your own, haven’t you?”


  “Thank you. I’ve had a great teacher who trained me in both the literary and military arts, after all.”


  “I’m honored to hear you say that. Now, I will inform Ain-sama of these matters as soon as we have a possible date. If there is anything that concerns you, please let me know.”


  With that, Warren left.


  Before he realized it, the morning sun had begun to appear outside the window. The view of the royal capital as the sun began to rise was clear and beautiful again today.


  “Alright.”


  With a short word, he steeled himself. He opened the window to let the cool morning breeze hit his body and smiled pleasantly.


  After that, he gazed in the direction of the distant castle of the Demon Lord and narrowed his eyes.


  Remembering that day when he and Marco fought a fierce battle and became the Demon Lord, he stretched out his palm to the sky and squeezed it tightly.


  Feeling the power that permeated his body, he made up his mind to work hard again from today.


   


  Chapter 2 – Majolica And The Secret Story


  As the snow began to fall in Ishtalika, it also began to fall in the distant Kingdom of Heim.


  On a certain day, Elena, the mother of Krone, was walking in the royal castle that was the pride of Heim.


  As Heim calls itself the continent’s champion, the castle is incomparably larger than other countries on the same continent. The many jewels and artifacts placed everywhere could be said to symbolize the wealth of the country.


  As Elena approached a corner, she encountered a boy.


  “Isn’t it, Elena-dono? Why are you in such a hurry?”


  His name was Grint Roundheart.


  He is the next head of the House of Roundheart, a boy who comes and goes to the castle as a guard for the third prince, Tigre.


  In the past, he had a face that seemed mischievous, but now his face resembles that of his father, Logas, and he has become much more dignified.


  In addition to his face, he was also the prince’s bodyguard, which was sure to be a topic of conversation in social circles. However, it is a known fact that Grint’s heart is only for his bride, Shannon.


  “I’m on my way to visit His Highness Tigre.”


  “That’s strange. I’m actually on my way to His Highness as well. May I join you?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  As they began to walk shoulder to shoulder, Elena thought to herself.


  He is the younger brother of Ain, the crown prince of Ishtalika. He was born to be a holy knight and was expected to be a great talent from an early age.


  In other words, Ain and Grint are brothers who were both expected and not expected to succeed in the future.


  Elena once tried to bring Grint and Krone closer together. But Krone didn’t take to him at all, and the conversation didn’t go anywhere. However, after the announcement party, she began to have feelings for Ain.


  At that time, Krone and Elena did not know about the secret pact with Ishtalika. In light of this situation, she must have been truly in love with him.


  “Elena-dono, is there something on your mind?”


  “Yes, I’m thinking about Ishtalika…”


  “It’s really a troublesome country. It lacks civility and relies only on the strength of its overgrown state.”


  Elena was tempted to complain about the way Logas, and by extension Roundheart, had treated Olivia, but she managed to keep it to herself.


  “With that man as the crown prince, we really don’t know what to expect from that country.”


  Elena was reminded of a question she had been harboring for some time when she saw Grint muttering quietly to himself.


  “I’m sorry to ask this, but may I ask you something?”


  “How can I help you?”


  “I’ve heard that the man who defeated Grint-dono in Euro was the escort of the crown prince of Ishtalika. And one of the royal knights who were with him said that the crown prince was stronger than him. What are your thoughts on this, Grint-dono?”


  “Ha-haha… that’s another tough question.”


  It’s a story that Grint can only remember with bitterness, but there was indeed such a thing.


  “I thought it was just an exaggeration. This Dill guy was indeed strong. But I think it’s a pipe dream that he was even stronger.”


  “I see. I’m sorry, it’s hard to answer.”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  He said that, but Grint’s expression was bitter.


  On the other hand, Elena nodded, but she had a skeptical impression.


  The fact that Ain was considered a hero in Ishtalika and that he had defeated a huge monster called the Sea Dragon single-handedly was something that bothered her.


   


  The conversation was short and thoughtful.


  In the meantime, they arrived at the courtyard where Tigre was waiting for them.


  “Thank you for coming! Please take a seat.”


  Tigre invited them to sit down.


  “As you know, this is about the letter from Ishtalika the other day. This letter… is full of things I don’t like. Don’t you think so?”


  There was no fault to be found with the letter. It is very clean and well-balanced. If you look at the difference between the thick and thin parts of the brush strokes, you can almost feel the artistry.


  “Elena, who wrote this letter?”


  “The crown prince of Ishtalika… and his assistant.”


  “Hmm. It says at the end that it was written on his behalf.”


  Tigre put the letter in his pocket.


  “…You remember that spy named Lily, don’t you?”


  It’s a bittersweet memory for all of them. Lily was a capable civil servant, and she was smart enough to serve as Elena’s assistant.


  But she was a spy for Ishtalika.


  “We cannot just sit on our hands. We, Heim, must move as well.”


  Elena’s eyes widened at the sudden words.


  “What are you surprised about? Hostile inspections are a normal part of information warfare.”


  “But, Your Highness, that seems a bit risky. That country is much bigger than the Republic of Rockdam or the Euro Dukedom.”


  This was all she could think of. Even if they are going to pick a fight, they should choose their opponents.


  “In addition, even if we were to send a spy to Ishtalika, there would be concerns about the choice of people.”


  “I’m concerned about that too.”


  “Yes. In fact, I would need the help of a civil servant like myself to assist me, but my appearance is completely known. In particular, Lily has been working with me for several years.”


  “Then how about releasing the covert as disposable?”


  “With all due respect, I’m afraid that would be a costly mischief against Ishtalika.”


  “That would be difficult. But we can’t just sit idly by and do nothing───”


  Tigre crossed his arms and began to groan.


  “Think about it. Well, Grint is about to train, isn’t he? You can go ahead and train, even though it’s early in the day for you.”


  “Ha! Excuse me.”


  “Yeah, I’ll let you know as soon as I decide something.”


  The remaining two, Elena and Tigre, thought about different things.


  In fact, Elena was looking for a way to get to Ishtalika herself. She had more faith in her own abilities rather than anyone else’s, and she wanted to see the country her daughter had crossed over to.


  However, as she said earlier, she couldn’t do that because her appearance was known.


   


  “Oh? What’s wrong with you people, don’t make that face in front of me when I’m in a good mood!”


  A man with an arrogant attitude walked up to the two of them. The man who came in was a huge man with a fat body, dressed in luxurious clothes.


  “Tigre, I, your beloved brother, have returned!”


  The man’s name was Layfon. He is Tigre’s older brother, the first prince.


  “Where are you today? You seem to be in a good mood.”


  “I was just having fun with the women of the castle all night!”


  “…Again?”


  “You don’t like it? Am I causing you any trouble?”


  “No, not at all…”


  “That’s all right. You’re always a pain in the ass.”


  Tigre was annoyed by Layfon’s attitude, but he managed to swallow it.


  “The chair is empty, right? Let me sit on it.”


  This was not the time to plan anything. Tigre looked at his brother, who sat down right next to him, and lowered his eyes.


  “What were you talking about?”


  “Nothing, just a few things about Ishtalika.”


  “Oh, yeah? Tell me about it.


  “…to you?”


  “You can’t talk about it to me? I’m the first prince, you know?”


  “──That’s not what I meant. Sorry, Elena, can you do that for me?”


  “Very well. I’ll explain it to you.”


  She summarized the main points of what they had been talking about so far and told him.


  Layfon surprisingly listened with interest.


  “Hahaha! You are idiots.”


  “B-brother?”


  “What are you confused about? Why can’t you think of this? It would be so much easier if you just did that!”


  Layfon said with a sly smile.


  “You can buy a ship from a merchant in Birdland!”


  The land is not a nation but a region ruled by merchants. Adventurers buy materials, and nobles drop money at high-class inns.


  That’s Birdland, located in the middle of the continent.


  “And then you can send the ship from the Rockdam! Ishtalika should accept the ship from that country!”


  “But, brother, do you think that will fool Ishtalika?”


  “How difficult can it be if they do not know that Heim sent it? What’s so difficult about that?”


  “But… I don’t think they won’t investigate something like that.”


  Still, Layfon acted fearlessly.


  “I’m going to give you some of my best guys.”


  He smirked and spoke his true intentions.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  At the same time, in Ishtalika.


  The people in the castle were beginning to get used to Ain’s growing appearance. Gradually, the new image of the crown prince is spreading.


  As before, Ain and Katima were in the courtyard where the dark straw was born.


  “I don’t get it-nya.”


  Katima said, writing in the notepad in her hand.


  Today, Ain was exploring the power of his newly acquired “Familiar,” but no matter what he did, there was no response, and he couldn’t say anything.


  Nothing seemed to occur, just like when he couldn’t use the power of the Dark Knight.


  “Maybe it’s not working now.”


  “Maybe-nya. The word Familiar means that you may be able to summon something, but it doesn’t seem to be a useful skill at the moment.”


  “…Too bad.”


  There’s a chance that he might be able to summon both Ramza and Misty. He had such faint hopes, but it seems to be difficult.


  “What about the other one?”


  “Oh, you mean the ice dragon?”


  “Yes. The power from the Upashikamui might be useful.”


  “I don’t know. Hopefully, it’ll work.”


  Ain held up his hand where there was none.


  Since it is called Ice Dragon, it might have the power to freeze something. For example, it is possible to create ice in the air, so he closed his eyes and became aware of the magic power.


  In the blink of an eye, cold air was created, and a stinging coldness rushed to the skin of both of them.


  “Hey-nya!”


  Seeing the progress of the experiment, Katima pointed to a bucket of water. The water in the bucket froze in an instant as Ain, sensing her intentions, pointed his hand at it.


  “Let’s see-nya.”


  “What’s that stick sticking out of your lab coat?”


  “It’s a magic tool for checking temperature-nya. It can tell you temperatures that ordinary thermometers cannot-nya.”


  Katima’s eyes widened as she stabbed the stick-shaped magic tool into the ice.


  In the end, her hand made a creaking sound. Shortly after that, the magic tool shattered with great force.


  “It’s a bit tricky to say-nya, but there is a limit to the temperature of any material that is not subject to magic power-nya. It is the same for gases, solids, and liquids… but it is a temperature that cannot be exceeded-nya. However, when magic is involved, the temperature limit disappears-nya. In order to measure the temperature from there, these magic tools were invented-nya.”


  The magic tool shattered immediately.


  “It seems to be able to create even colder ice than ice magic-nya.”


  “I see… It seems powerful.”


  The power of the Upashikamui, which, even on a frozen lake, emitted a cold air that stung the skin, is a fitting power.


  Is there anything else he can do?


  When Ain thought of it, he held his hand up in the air again.


  “I think I can do something else.”


  In the empty air, something appears, making a freezing sound──. As time passes by, one second and then another, the shape that is revealed looks like a sea dragon.


  They are gradually made in the shape of the head and even the tip of the tail.


  The finished shape was slightly taller than Katima, and it was floating in the air.


  

  But.


  “…..”


  If he were not careful, it would immediately fall with great force.


  The ice that fell to the ground shattered, and the area was enveloped in cold air colder than midwinter.


  “Is that a sea dragon-nya?”


  “Yes, I thought it was the twins.”


  “That sounds like an interesting power. I’d like to examine it a little more thoroughly-nya.”


  Katima looked at her watch regretfully.


  “Unfortunately-nya, it looks like that’s all for today-nya.”


  “I guess so. I’ve got work to do.”


  So they moved on to clean up.


  Eventually, Dill came to pick him up, and Ain left the castle with him.


   


  

  


   


  Now, there is a shipyard a short distance away by water train after leaving the royal capital. It’s a shipyard with a long history, but it has never built ordinary battleships or fishing boats.


  There are two ships that have been built recently. One is the Princess Olivia. The other is the Princess Katima.


  In other words, this is a shipyard that builds ships for the royal family.


  Not many engineers are allowed to enter the shipyard. The interior is a mass of confidentiality and is controlled by a strict security system. It was as large as the Tower of Wisdom.


  “…..So big.”


  The facility itself was also large.


  But once inside, Ain was overwhelmed by the huge magic tools that he had never seen before.


  There was a huge turbine like the one found in the basement of the Tower of Wisdom, as well as a huge cutter that could cut through an ordinary house. No matter where he looked, there were only huge things.


  “The place is as big as ever.”


  Majolica, who was walking next to him, said.


  Today, Majolica, who is wearing suspenders that cover her chest with a magic stone, has come here to perform work for the store, bringing in magic stones.


  It was convenient, then, for Ain to visit as an inspection.


  Of course, Dill was behind him as an escort.


  “So, where is the product that Your Highness wants?”


  “It’s a bit of a disturbing thing to say, isn’t it?”


  “Is that so? But think of the weapons that will be installed.”


  “…It sounds dangerous.”


  “Right? It’s a battleship that will be equipped with the most advanced technology and weapons, and most of the materials are Sea Dragon. No matter how you hear it, it’s still very disturbing.”


  “T-the two of you… It’s just that it’s the ship on which the prestigious royal family of Ishtalika boards.”


  Dill smiled bitterly and asked them to choose their words a little carefully.


  “I’m afraid I’m being too frank.”


  Majolica chuckled and looked at Ain and reflected on the situation.


  “I think it’s time to stop talking so much and start looking.”


  “About the product I want, right?”


  “My bad, I’ve been guilty of making Your Highness listen to strange words. Hmm… is that it?”


  The three of them stopped when they passed through a section lined with huge magic tools.


  Ain gasped at the massive object that sat in front of his gaze. His eyes widened for a moment at the overwhelming sense of existence, as if he were seeing a Sea Dragon for the first time.
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  “That’s the ── Sea Dragon Ship Leviathan.”


   


  His heart trembled intensely as he stood in front of the battleship that he would eventually be commanding.


  The entire huge body was covered with the scales of the Sea Dragon, which had been used sparingly, giving it a fantastic pale white glow. The streamlined hull looked like a bullet or a spear.


  The only thing that makes him a little disappointed is that it is still unfinished.


  But even though it was almost finished, it was already bigger than Princess Olivia.


  “It’s amazing. The weapons lined up on the edge are spectacular.”


  Then Dill, who had been quiet up to this point, spoke up.


  “If you think all of that can fit into the Leviathan, it’s not a dream to surpass His Majesty’s, White King.”


  “Oh, it’s not just a dream.”


  “You mean, they’ve already done it?”


  “Yes. The White King was built several generations ago. Even so, it was built with the best technology available at the time and had a huge budget, so it’s still a force to be reckoned with. But the Leviathan is a class apart.”


  “You’re not talking about whether it’s already surpassed or not?”


  “That’s what I mean. It’s just a matter of how much power the battleship can provide on its own.”


  “…I’ve heard rumors, but is it really that much?”


  “Of course. Normally, the durability of the material makes it impossible to load weapons and furnaces, but thanks to the material of the Sea Dragon, we can load as much as we want.”


  That sounds great, said Ain, laughing as he listened.


  The material of the Sea Dragon had easily overcome the durability problems that had been impossible until now. That’s why they were able to do what they couldn’t do before.


  It would surely be a ship worthy of bearing the name of the Sea Dragon.


  “Hmm?”


  As Ain looked at the ship’s hull, he noticed a group of people he knew well.


  “What is it?”


  “Look, do you recognize those two over there?”


  Dill narrowed his eyes and looked in the direction that Ain had pointed. He saw people he knew well.


  “Professor Luke, right? I think the one next to him is Roland-dono… who is Ain-sama’s friend.”


  Luke was dressed in white, just as he had been at the academy. Then there was Roland, who looked like he was dressed in a slightly larger white coat. The werewolf’s distinctive dog ears and tail, combined with his outfit, made him look cute.


  “Why are the two of them here?”


  “Of course, it’s because they’re working here.”


  That’s the obvious conclusion, but that’s not the point.


  “Majolica-dono, Ain-sama is wondering why Roland-dono is here, you know?”


  “Oh, you mean that. He’s a brilliant kid. Luke, the professor next to him, is a famous researcher on the continent, and the boy is already famous in the industry.”


  From the time he entered the school, Roland was a boy who stood out. When he thought back, he had even helped Ain on the field trip.


  “It would have been nice if he could have told me what he did for a living.”


  “I’m sure he’s just trying to maintain confidentiality. He’s a good boy.”


  He could have at least told Ain, the person involved in the project. But it is still Roland’s way of keeping secrets and being active on these occasions.


  Then Ain mouthed, “Good luck,” and turned on his heel.


  “Ara, are you done with the ship?”


  “I’m waiting for it to be finished. Even so, it’s still amazing.”


  The finished product should be even more impressive.


  The thought of his friend building him a ship made the corners of his mouth turn up. To hide the look on his face, Ain left the shipyard at a brisk pace.


   


  ──He parted ways with Dill when he got outside.


  Dill said that he had forgotten something in the shipyard.


  “The shipbuilding seems to be going well, by the way. I wonder if they had any leftover materials they were planning to use.”


  “Hmm, you were going to use it?”


  Then Majolica averted his gaze.


  “What does that mean?”


  “It’s just a figure of speech, you know.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yeah, of course! You don’t have to be so doubtful──.”


  “Can I go ask the people in the shipyard about what you just said? Maybe some of them might know.”


  “…You’re so relentless.”


  The resigned Majolica let out a sigh.


  Then he looked around. When he was sure that Dill had not yet returned, he brought his face close to Ain’s and lowered the volume of his voice.


  “I was actually planning to build another ship.”


  “Hmm? Every royal family already has their own battleship, isn’t there?”


  “There was only one royal family member that didn’t have one. Although he’s no longer in this world.”


  Ain had never heard of it.


  “Oh, you mean there’s a royalty I don’t know about…?”


  “I wonder if that’s true. It’s not just that it was deliberately hidden from the public, but that a lot of it happened a while before Your Highness was born. Nowadays, it is taboo to talk about it even among commoners, and I don’t think the kids these days know anything about it.”


  “…I’m sorry, but I’m honestly confused.”


  And yet, he remained calm.


  If he had not been told about this, it is easy to imagine that it was something that at least they did not want to tell Ain about.


  He was worried that Majolica would be punished as a result of pursuing the matter here.


  “You seem to be curious about the rest.”


  “But I’m not sure if I should ask.”


  “I’m the one who slipped up halfway, so if you don’t mind keeping it to yourself, why not?”


  “Eeh… is that how it works?”


  “Your Highness is a man who keeps his word. Just don’t tell anyone, okay?”


  Majolica looked up at the sky, wondering where to begin.


  “The name of the missing royalty is Rufei von Ishtalika, the first prince.”


  When Ain heard those words, he was surprised.


  No one had seemed to care until now, but it was the children of the current king, Sylvird. The first princess, Katima, is the second child, he was told when he met her. And Olivia was her younger sister, which meant that there must be another one on top of the two.


  “He was a genius intellect, you know.”


  “…but is he dead?”


  “No, not exactly. He disappeared from this world with Chris’s sister.”


  Ain’s eyes widened at the unexpected words.


  “We’ve talked about her before, haven’t we?”


  “Yes, we have, but I seem to recall that the details were kept from me.”


  “It had to be done, you know. So, her name is Celestina Wernstein. She was as strong as I said before, even stronger than the marshal himself.”


  “I know that much because I’ve heard it all before, but…”


  “Are you curious about her relationship with Rufei-sama?”


  Ain nodded without saying it out loud.


  “That girl… Celes was Rufei-sama’s personal bodyguard. But she did something she shouldn’t have done.”


  At this point, Majolica lowered her eyes sadly.


  A cold winter wind blew through as if to express his feelings.


  “In the middle of Ishtar continent, there is a place called ‘The Hidden Dungeon’. It’s a mysterious ruin full of anecdotes about how if you go in, you’ll never come out again, or how you’ll be taken to a place under the Gods…”


  Ain already guessed it. That’s probably what Celes did.


  “Could it be that she took Rufei-sama away?”


  “Not exactly. To be precise, Rufei-sama wanted to go to the hidden dungeon, and Celes agreed and took him there.”


  Either way, it’s something she shouldn’t have done. If you are in the position of a full-time guard, you have a duty to correct the mistakes that your lord has made.


  Ain was also forcing Dill to be very reckless, and it was painful to hear.


  “Both of them were geniuses, so normal life was boring for them. Rufei-sama was the kind of person who could memorize a book in one reading, and Celes was also unusually talented.”


  “So Rufei-sama left the royal capital out of pure, intense curiosity?”


  “Probably. It seems that a letter like that was left behind.”


  That’s why they are not in this world, Majolica said earlier.


  “It’s like a mortal sin.”


  It was a very unpleasant story, but Ain could not say it strongly. He knew that he had broken through his own restraint when the Sea Dragon had appeared.


  “His Majesty told me the same thing back then.”


  “My grandfather?”


  “Yes. He was sad and wondered if he had taught him wrong. But he was just as angry with the prince for doing what he shouldn’t have done.”


  Considering Sylvird’s personality, that was probably why he stopped talking about them.


  “Maybe they both had the loneliness of being geniuses.”


  “That’s why──!”


  “It’s not right. But Rufei-sama always said that he was born in the wrong place, so maybe he and Celes had something to think about. Although we can’t confirm it now.”


  For Ain, who loved Ishtalika, this was not a good story.


  He then rubbed his temples in displeasure.


  He could not help but feel angry at the first prince for causing grief to his beloved family.


  “Don’t tell anyone what I said. Not for my sake, but for His Majesty’s.”


  “I know. Grandfather will be very sad.”


  “No, it’s not. It’s because I don’t want His Majesty to have to worry about anything else. He’s afraid. He’s afraid that His Highness will do the same thing.”


  “…..I suppose it’s my fault for making him worry.”


  “Your Highness is an active person. He must be worried that you might be interested.”


  But Ain was sure of it. Even if he was interested, he was sure that he would not go to the hidden dungeon.


  “I’ll be fine. Because I love Ishtalika.”


  He couldn’t bear the thought of leaving his family or his country.


  “But there’s one thing that’s bothering me.”


  “Yes, yes? What is it?”


  When the heavy atmosphere had subsided, Ain asked.


  “Majolica-san, don’t you know too much about everything?”


  “Of course… because I was in a party with the people mentioned.”


  “Eh, um… eh?”


  “Me and Kaizer, then Celes and Rufei-sama ─── and lastly the marshal.”


  Ain couldn’t help but widen his eyes.


  A new cold wind is blowing, inviting melancholy.


  “You gave away that information so easily.”


  He smiled, exposing his white teeth at the end.


  When he thought about it, he hadn’t really had any free time since he came to this country.


  He looked up at the endless blue sky, expecting that this would be the case in the future.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  A few hours have passed since the events at the shipyard.


  It’s already dark due to the early winter sunset.


  In Ain’s office, the fireplace is lit, and the air from the flickering red and orange flames warms the room.


  He was working at his desk when Krone walked over to him.


  “What happened?”


  “I don’t really have anything to do. Is it bad for me to come?”


  “No, you’re always welcome.”


  Ain tried to get up from his chair, but Krone stopped him with her hand. She walked up to him with light steps and stood behind his chair.


  “I see you’re at work.”


  “I wonder. I was just looking at Magna’s files.”


  After hearing his reply, Krone peered at Ain’s hand from behind. But she was unhappy with her position, and her feet were restless.


  “Maybe it’s because I’m getting bigger that it’s hard to see?”


  “Yes, a little ── oh, but if I do this…”


  Then Krone put her face close to Ain’s right shoulder and put her face on it, and peeked at him.


  “…Is it not good?”


  She doesn’t expect to be rejected in the slightest. But she was nervous until Ain answered him.


  “Unless you prefer me to be nervous.”


  Hearing him reply jokingly, Krone narrowed her eyes happily.


  “I’m with you. We’re the same.”


  “I see, that’s not so bad.”


  Not only can he hear her breath in his ear, but he can also hear the way she moves around.


  He can hear her clothes rubbing together as she moves around. He can even hear the sound of her heartbeat.


  The sweet scent of flowers stimulates his sense of smell. But even more than that, the comfort of being near her was overwhelming.


  “Oh, here it is.”


  Suddenly, Krone pointed to a document. It depicted a magnificent mansion that looked like the residence of a nobleman.


  “As far as I can see, it looks like it’s built on a cliff… Where is this?”


  “This is where we’re going to stay.”


  This was completely new to him.


  “It looks like someone’s mansion.”


  “It’s okay. It’s a royal residence. It’s the oldest mansion in existence; have you ever seen it?”


  “No, not at all. I guess I didn’t learn enough.”


  “Hmm, I’ll show you.”


  The first thing Krone said was that it was the oldest mansion in existence. It seems that the mansion has more historical value than just being old.


  “This is a mansion built by the first king.”


  “Eh, really?”


  “It’s true. It seems he left it for the future royalty.”


  “…I felt even more embarrassed that I didn’t know that.”


  Krone smiled at Ain, who laughed bitterly.


  “The mansion has a secret.”


  “A secret?”


  “Yes, a secret.”


  She paused to take a deep breath.


  She brought her index finger to her lips and whispered, “Shhh.”


  “I heard there’s a basement in the mansion that no one can open.”


  Eh──.


  Needless to say, Ain’s heart was shaken.


   


  Chapter 3 – Epidemic


  It was the beginning of the new year, and it was almost February.


  The cold season still continues, but at the port town of Roundheart, located in the south of the Kingdom of Heim, a ship which did not belong to the Kingdom of Heim was anchored.


  “That’s the one, isn’t it?”


  Elena, who was walking to the port, asked, and the civil official standing next to her answered her voice.


  “Yes, indeed. It’s a merchant ship that regularly patrols the continent.”


  “Does it belong to a merchant from Birdland?”


  “Yes. They’re about the same size as the top merchant companies, and they have relations with all the countries.”


  “So I’ve heard.”


  “And His Highness the First Prince also said that business has not been going well lately and that debts are gradually accumulating.”


  “His Highness Layfon is really knowledgeable in these matters, isn’t he?”


  “…As long as it’s for his own purposes, I suppose?”


  “Maybe so. I won’t go into details.”


  Warren had previously dismissed Layfon as worthless, but he had a talent that even Elena and her retainer didn’t know about.


  If it’s for his goals, his mind will spin remarkably fast, and schemes will run through his brain.


  “Is it true that the chairman’s daughter is such a beauty?”


  “I’ve heard rumors that she is constantly being courted by noblemen from all over the world.”


  “I see… So His Highness wants the daughter.”


  He may be trying to get the daughter in return for the debt. He’s probably offering assistance to the chairman behind the scenes.


   


  The anchored ship lowered its ramp. Then several men boarded the ship.


  “They are the ones who are being sucked dry to the bone. They’ve already had financial difficulties, and in addition to having their daughters and wives taken from them, they’ve also given away much of their property and business… to His Highness the First Prince.”


  “Just to make sure, what are their nationalities?”


  “None of them are from Heim.”


  And all of them used to be noblemen and wealthy.


  “All of them have already lost their nationality. They have no recourse in their homeland, but rather are being sought out by moneylenders in their own countries.”


  “──Right, they’re certainly easy to use.”


  “Despite your words, you don’t seem to be in a good mood…”


  “It’s not that I feel pity for them. It is they themselves who have brought ruin upon themselves by doing things that are out of their reach. They deserve what they get. But──”


  As a woman, she doesn’t like the way those women are being treated. They were, after all, the women that the alcoholic Layfon wanted to keep at his disposal.


  It’s not hard to imagine the situation without asking.


  “I don’t know what his true intentions are, but I heard that His Highness the First Prince promised them that he would release their families after this job was done.”


  “I don’t like to violate any agreements. I’ll check back later to see if he’s serious.”


  She thinks it’s probably just a lie anyway. But what could be more convenient for the men to say in their desperation?


  “And bring the owner of that ship to Auguste’s mansion later.”


  “What do you want?”


  “Nothing special. Just some business that my father-in-law has left to discuss.”


  If the deal is settled, at least the ship’s owner won’t lose his daughter. As someone who also has a daughter, Elena could not overlook this.


  She’ll have to find an excuse so that Layfon doesn’t find out and punish her in some way.


  “I wonder where the stolen daughters are.”


  “I believe they are──.”


  Elena was dumbfounded as she got the information from the civil official.


  “I didn’t know that. I didn’t know that he had even built a small mansion for that purpose.”


  She wanted to complain about how the tax money was spent, but it was too late. She wondered if she should have a say in their financial arrangements next time.


   


  ── The same night.


  As she said before, when she returned to the capital, Elena quickly wrapped up the conversation with the merchant.


  She was thinking about how to prepare a convenient excuse.


  “Madam, the private soldiers have returned.”


  “Thank you. What about their mission?”


  “From the looks of them, I’d say they proceeded without problems.”


  “The basement, then.”


  Elena then left the room and walked towards the depths of the mansion.


  She walked through the large entrance that Ain had also walked through and down the dimly lit stairs. She walked through a slightly dusty and damp corridor and knocked lightly on the basement door she had reached.


  The door opened, and the private soldiers inside bowed their heads in unison.


  “Well, if he’s tied up so tightly, I guess it’s safe.”


  There was a knight bound tightly all over his body lying on the ground in front of her. But it wasn’t a knight of Heim, and it wasn’t a knight of Rockdam either.


  “…Oh, so you’re Krone-sama’s mother?”


  The knight said.


  “Then that means you are a knight of Ishtalika.”


  The knight’s armor was that of a regular knight of Ishtalika.


  “Elena-sama, our private soldiers have been seriously injured in the capture of this one man.”


  “As expected of a knight of Ishtalika.”


  “I think you’re right.”


  “Thank you for all the trouble I’ve caused you ── you should get out now.”


  “It will be dangerous!”


  “No, it’s fine.”


  The private soldiers followed her instructions and left the basement, seemingly unconvinced.


  Then Elena and the knight of Ishtalika were left behind.


  “Hey, do you want to make a deal?”


  “Oya, are you just trying to disappoint me?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean ── don’t underestimate a knight dressed in glorious silver.”


  A feeling of rage swept through Elena’s body.


  Heim also has a great general named Logas.


  “…I never thought that one knight could be this powerful.”


  How many more knights are there like the one in front of her? In addition to those stationed in Euro, there must be many more in the mainland of Ishtalika.


  Elena closed the distance between her and the knight, even as sweat trickled down her neck.


  “Take a look at this. Will you still refuse?”


  “Nonsense. You can’t use things to get my attention!”


  “No, I don’t think we can make a deal with a thing. Just take a good look.”


  She took out a piece of parchment, and she unfolded it in front of the knight and made him read the words on it.


  “This is…”


  “Are you willing to listen to me now?”


  When the knight showed interest, Elena was convinced of victory.


  “──Ah, are you crazy?”


  “What would you do if I lied?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous… What do you want from me?”


  “You’re asking the obvious.”


  Elena said confidently in front of the confused knight.


  “I want to pierce my blade into Ishtalika and offer victory to Heim. In order to do that, I will make a deal with you and use you as leverage. Is that clear?”


  A few minutes later, the knight said gravely, “Let’s discuss it.”


  When Elena heard these words, she smiled similarly to Krone and released the knight from his restraints.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Now, Ain was in Olivia’s bedroom. They met by chance after bath and decided to have a little chat.


  He was sitting on the sofa, having his hair combed by Olivia, who was standing behind him.


  “By the way, Ain, I’ll be joining you.”


  “Where?”


  “Ah… hey, don’t move. It’s not over yet, you know.”


  Ain’s hair was a little longer than before.


  When he returned home after becoming a Demon Lord, he promised Krone and Chris that he would keep his hair a little longer before trimming it.


  But then, if he didn’t take care of it, the tips of his hair would get out of control.


  Olivia used this as an excuse to be around Ain more than she would normally.


   


  Olivia hummed to herself as she continued to comb through Ain’s hair in a good mood.


  By the way, before going to bed, Olivia showed a lot of exposure.


  To Ain, who sees her not as a mother but as a relative’s sister, she is a sight for sore eyes. For this reason, he lowered his gaze so as not to look at her too much.


  “Mother.”


  “Yes?”


  “So, what do you mean when you say you’re joining me?”


  “That means I’m coming with you to Magna.”


  “Eh ── Eh?”


  “My mother suggested it to my father. She said that since I don’t have much time to relax with Ain these days, we should go together once in a while.”


  “So, for the first time after a long time, mother and I will be able to enjoy the city of Magna together.”


  “Yes, I think so. I’m looking forward to that day.”


  While they talked, she finished combing Ain’s hair.


  Olivia was about to put the comb away.


  “Let’s switch.”


  There was still time before bedtime.


  He felt bad about it, even though she had done it for him. He also wanted to do the same for Olivia.


  “Then I’ll take your word for it.”


  “Please let me know if it hurts.”


  Ain slid the comb through her hair, which was a similar color to his own.


  The two of them soon had a new topic of conversation.


  …It won’t be long before the official business takes them to the port city of Magna. In a few weeks, they will leave the royal capital and visit that memorable place.


  It’s an official business, but it’s going to be fun, Ain thought secretly.


   


  

  


   


  The next day Ain woke up as usual and headed to the academy as usual.


  He had only started attending the academy since the beginning of the year after his body became bigger, but within a week, the other students had gotten used to him and were no longer surprised.


  He was now walking shoulder to shoulder with Batz outside the training grounds that he frequented.


  “I heard that the four of us will still be in the same group in the sixth year.”


  “We are the only ones who managed to stay in the same group since the first year, after all.”


  “Yeah, you’re right. Well, as someone who belongs to it, I can say that our group is special.”


  Even in this school, which is more difficult to enter than any other, the first group is an even more elite group. The classifications are chosen based on their performance over the year.


  That’s why there’s a lot of turnover in the first group.


  “Speaking of which, where are the other two?”


  “Leonard and Roland are both at work, you know. They’ve been doing some kind of work-study for some time now.”


  “Oh…”


  “What’s that? Do you know that?”


  “I’d only heard about Roland, though.”


  He had heard about Roland, but he hadn’t said anything about it yet.


  “But isn’t Batz supposed to be taking a test this year too?”


  “Y-yeah. I have to take the knight recruitment test too.”


  He is aiming to become a royal knight. He had thought of this when he went on the social studies field trip last year and made it his goal.


  “However, the academy is even quieter than usual. Is it because of that epidemic?”


  Ain noticed after he was told that, the academy was indeed quiet.


  “I never heard about that.”


  “I’ve heard that there’s an epidemic of a troublesome disease that spreads from person to person.”


  “Oh… we have to be careful.”


  “Well,” Batz continued.


  “What are you going to do about it, Ain?”


  “About what?”


  “About what, you ask… You see, Ain is the crown prince. so I wondered what you were going to do now.”


  “I’ll still be a crown prince for a while, though.”


  What are you talking about? He answered Batz with such an expression.


  “I wonder if that will ever change. When I’m crowned, I won’t be the crown prince anymore.”


  “Well, that’s… true, but it won’t be the same as before.”


  “…Hmm?”


  “We’re graduating in a little over a year.”


  Then they won’t be able to see each other casually, Batz implied.


  Or maybe it’s the emptiness?


  Of course, they won’t be kids forever, but──.


  “I feel a little lonely.”


  “Right.”


  However, unlike the other students, Ain and the others will not be as distant as the others.


  “I think Roland will be fine because he’s going to be a great researcher. Leonard is going to be a civil servant, and if Batz wants to become a royal knight, I think we can meet relatively easily.”


  “O-oh? That’s also true if you say so.”


  When he thought about it, the top grades at this academy were as good as guaranteed to get you a key position.


  There will be opportunities for them to meet up with their classmates in the future.


  “It’s not so bad if you ask me! All right!”


  “Batz?”


  “I’m going to go swing my sword for a bit!”


  They had been walking for a while now and were on their way out of the building to the academy entrance.


  But Batz turned on his heel. He went to the training ground where he had been just a few minutes ago.


  “E-eeh…”


  Ain, who was left behind, looked over at Batz in amazement.


  He must have found some motivation in his heart.


  “──Let’s just go home then.”


  After seeing Batz off, he gave a small laugh and started walking.


  The academy entrance was only a stone’s throw away.


  It was just afternoon, and there were no other students walking around. He looks at the quiet academy building and decides to enjoy his remaining year.


  The lawn was carefully groomed, and it felt good to walk on.


  It was still February, so there was not much green on the trees, but there was a sense of season.


  (When I get back to the castle, maybe I’ll do some work before I go to Magna.)


  In fact, compared to the time in the Magic City of Ist or the adventurer’s town of Baltic, the burden is much lower. It’s not only the travel time required but also the danger.


  But Magna is simply safer.


  “Huh?”


  As he approached the large academy entrance that the academy was proud of, Ain noticed it.


  “Welcome back.”


  The one who said that was Dill.


  It used to be Chris’s job to pick him up from the academy. Recently, she had gained a position as Ain’s personal guard, and she was especially in charge of things around Ain.


  “It’s unusual for Dill to be here.”


  “Actually, there’s a reason Chris-sama can’t come.”


  “Is she busy or something?”


  Chris has always been busy, so he didn’t feel anything strange about it.


  “She seems to have fallen ill and is resting. I haven’t heard for sure either, but it seems that Lady Krone is ill as well…”


  In any case, it’s a big deal.


  If the two of them were to take time off from work, it would have to be something. It also bothered Ain that they were both sick at the same time.


  “I’m worried about them, so let’s get home quickly.”


  Ain took Dill with him and left the academy earlier than usual.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  After arriving at the castle, Ain visited a room set up in the back of the treatment center.


  The room was filled with the scent of disinfectant, and the shelves on the walls were filled with many medicines. A woman sitting in a chair in front of a desk says to Ain, who has just walked in.


  “What the two of them have contracted is the much talked about epidemic. They will need to rest for several weeks.”


  Vara, wearing a white coat, said plainly.


  She looks nothing like the orphan she had once been. She seems to be quite diligent and is already a doctor of some sort.


  (An epidemic, is that what Batz was talking about?)


  When he was convinced, Vara continued to explain.


  “Your Highness should not visit them for about ten days. We don’t want you to be infected as well.”


  “It’s not like I’m going to be infected, is it?”


  “Ah… y-you’re right! That’s true if you ask me.”


  “It’s all about toxin decomposition, isn’t it? So, can I go to their room and try to heal them?”


  “I wouldn’t recommend it, personally.”


  “Eh, why not?”


  “Even if Your Highness could heal them, it would only be a temporary fix.”


  “…Could it be to build up an immunity?”


  Vara nodded at the words.


  “It’s called an epidemic, but it’s a disease we all get at least once in our lives. Once you have antibodies in your body, you won’t get it again, so once you endure it, you’ll be fine.”


  So if Ain lends a hand, the same disease will occur again.


  It’s not always possible to have Ain nearby, so the easy cure is not the right answer ── is probably what Vara is thinking.


  “I’ve told the two of them about this, and they said they’d take their time recovering this time.”


  If it had been before an important job, they would have had to push themselves.


  “But this time, it’s not like they’re going to have to strain themselves, right?”


  “Yes… I’m afraid they will either be late or unable to attend.”


  There’s no need to push themselves and get even sicker.


  “Ain-sama, I will be taking care of the duties on behalf of the two of them.”


  “Yes, I can count on you too, Dill.”


  Then ── knock knock.


  The door of the room was knocked, and Dill exchanged glances with Ain. He opened the door, and it was Mei who appeared.


  “Excuse me! …Ah! Ain-sama, welcome back!”


  She is dressed in a servant’s uniform made to fit her small body and calls out Ain’s name energetically today as well.


  “Hey, Mei! That’s not how you behave in front of His Highness…!”


  “I don’t mind it, Vara. So what are you doing here, Mei?”


  “Yes! Martha-san wanted me to call Ain-sama!”


  “Alright. So, where is she?”


  “Uh, let’s see… She’s waiting with the queen on the terrace in the courtyard!”


  “Grandmother? Well then, I’d better hurry.”


  He said thank you and patted Mei’s head.


  Satisfied with her ticklish smile, Ain left the treatment center in a hurry.


  The courtyard terrace.


  This is a favorite place of Olivia and Laralua, with many beautiful flowers, trees, and even many waterways made of white stone──.


  It’s a corner of the castle’s pride and joy, carefully maintained.


  “Grandmother, I was told you wanted to see me about something.”


  To be precise, it was Martha who summoned Ain. But Martha, as a servant, could not have summoned Ain.


  “Welcome back, Ain-kun. Why don’t you take a seat over there so we can talk?”


  She smiled graciously at him.


  Laralua didn’t look as old as a normal woman of her age.


  She should not be too far behind Sylvird in age, but her youthfulness makes her look like she is in her twenties. Perhaps it was because of her race as a Dark Elf, but she looked so young that she and Olivia looked like sisters.


  “Excuse me. But it’s unusual for grandmother to be with Martha-san, isn’t it?”


  “Actually, Beria got sick and had to take a break. That’s why I had to ask Martha to help me.”


  Ain was surprised to hear those words.


  She is the personal servant of Queen Laralua. She is also the head servant and the woman that Martha once said was her mentor.


  Ain had never heard of Beria taking a day off before.


  “That’s unusual. She doesn’t seem to take any more time off than Warren-san does.”


  “Well, you’re right… But Beria is old. She won’t admit it, but her body does get weaker.”


  “…I see.”


  Ain nodded and moistened his throat with the tea that Martha had prepared.


  “Is Beria-san infected with the epidemic too?”


  “No, she doesn’t. Beria just got a common illness. …Now that you mention the epidemic, I wonder if you’ve heard about them.”


  “I just heard from Vara about Krone and Chris.”


  “That’s good then. You should visit them in moderation, okay?”


  “I thought I was going to be stopped, but I was wrong.”


  “Well, it won’t happen to you, will it? But they are both girls, and I just thought it would be embarrassing to visit them so carelessly.”


  “That’s right. In the meantime, I’m going to go see them once their condition stabilizes.”


  However, it feels lonely to not have any contact with them for a while.


  If that’s the case, why don’t I write them a letter later? Said Ain.


  When they woke up, they could read the letter, and it wouldn’t be too much of a burden.


  “By the way, grandmother, you haven’t told me why you called me.”


  “There was nothing important, you know. It’s just that I was wondering if you’d like to have tea with me sometime.”


  “I wouldn’t trust anyone else with such a big job.”


  Ain sat back down and enjoyed the conversation with Laralua. They spent some time together until the sun began to set in the evening.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  It was evening, long past dinner time.


  After finishing her work in the infirmary, Vara came to Ain’s side.


  “Here are the medical reports on both of them.”


  “Is it okay if I take a look at it now that you’ve brought it to me?”


  Even though he was in a higher position, they were women.


  “The two of them had anticipated that Your Highness would think so. It was the two of them who asked me to give this to you, Your Highness.”


  “…I’ll take it then. I’ll check the contents later.”


  “Please do. They both apologized many times…”


  “Don’t worry about it. Can you tell them later that it’s nothing to apologize for?”


  “Yes, I will.”


  These were words that were typical of the responsible Krone and Chris, but…


  From Ain’s perspective, he wants them to rest without worrying about anything, at least at times like this.


  “Hmm…”


  Ain straightened his back, looking tired.


  “And then there’s the whole public affairs thing, and then there’s the Heim thing.”


  “…I can understand your feelings.”


  They both smiled bitterly.


  Then Ain opened his mouth to make small talk.


  “I hope I can keep my little brother and that prince in check.”


  “…Who are you talking about?”


  “My former father. Well, since we are talking about another country, I don’t want to interfere too much.”


   


  [T/n: He said it moto chichi here.]


   


  “So that’s it. ──We both have a hard time with our fathers.”


  “You mean your biological father?”


  “Yes. Mei and I both have… a hard time with our father, and our mother had a hard time with him too.”


  She seemed to have mixed emotions when she said this. She smiled bitterly, her cheeks twisted uncomfortably and looked at the sky with a sigh.


  It can be seen that she has bitter memories, just like Ain.


  “But I don’t remember much about him because he left when I was very young.”


  “Eh, does that mean he went outside of Ist?”


  “I don’t know. He suddenly disappeared, saying he had lost interest. My mother didn’t know what it meant, so she looked for my father for a while, but she couldn’t find him anywhere…”


  “And then you went to that back alley?”


  “N-no, no! I was always in the slums, so my life was pretty much the same!”


  Ain thought. Her father was much worse than Logas. He had his reservations about Logas, but at least he provided him with enough food and a place to live.


  In comparison, he was much better than Vara’s father.


  “It was much harder for you than for me.”


  “But after that, Your Highness brought us here. That’s what makes us happy.”


  “That is good. Is there any inconvenience at the castle?”


  “Oh, of course not!”


  She looked flustered, and her voice raspy.


  “…I’m really more than happy enough.”


  “──That’s good to hear.”


  “I’m sorry for being spontaneous…! I’m sorry for such a boring conversation. Then, I’d better get back to work!”


  Then Vara bowed exaggeratedly and left Ain’s side.


  “If you need anything else, you can always call me.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  Vara left the office immediately after she answered.


  On the other hand, Ain eventually lowered his eyes and thought back to the conversation they had just had.


  “There are many kinds of fathers.”


  There are as many different types of families as there are people.


  Everyone must be going through some kind of hardship… This made him realize that strongly.


  “Okay, let’s read the medical report. ──No, first.”


  He got up and opened the window. The air in the room changed as the still cool night breeze came in.


  There was not a cloud in the starry sky that filled his vision. When he spotted the largest starlight, he prayed for the safety of the two sick people.


   


  Chapter 4 – Intruder To A Great Power


  Birdland is located to the north of the Kingdom of Heim. And further to the northwest, on the northern side of the continent, is the Republic of Rockdam. This country has the second-largest military power in the continent after Heim and possesses a vast land area.


  Winter was coming to an end on this continent, and the signs of spring were slowly beginning to fill the air.


  “This port is incomparable to Roundheart.”


  It was Elena who said this.


  The reason why the Heim woman is here is that she will be leaving the port of Rockdam for Ishtalika ── the port city of Magna.


  This was not part of the original plan because this was an order from the first prince, Layfon.


  The girl he wanted, a daughter of the Chamber of Commerce, ended up escaping his clutches and not going to be with him. But then Layfon didn’t like it and naturally questioned Elena.


  Elena, of course, had an excuse ready.


  She explained that it was in the best interest of the country to have her engage in the work left behind by the former Archduke Graff Auguste. It was enough to convince many of the nobles and Tigre, and Layfon had no choice but to agree.


  But──.


  “I can’t believe he ordered me to look after them… Well, it was convenient.”


  He wanted to make sure that the men on the merchant ship didn’t run away until they reached the port city of Magna.


  But not all the way, as expected. She could leave as soon as they arrived in Ishtalika, but it would still be a long journey. However, there was a problem for Elena to go to Ishtalika. Her appearance was known.


  But she solved this problem by purchasing a magic tool used by adventurers. It was a small, piercing-type magic tool that could change the color of your hair and eyes just by putting it on. After putting it on, she changed her hairstyle and used some accessories, and even her family, who had known her longer than Lily, couldn’t recognize her.


  She even wore a robe to hide herself, and she was sure that everything was in order.


  “Elena-sama, the ship is ready.”


  A civilian who was not supposed to be on the ship called out to her.


  “Thank you. I will have to get on board then.”


  “…Now that before it’s too late, shouldn’t you stop? We don’t know what they’ll do to you in that country if they find out who you are.”


  “There’s no way I can stop now.”


  Elena didn’t seem to be the least bit intimidated by the thought.


  “But will they really be of any use?”


  “Since there is no escape for them now, I believe that they will make a desperate move. If they do nothing, not only will the woman they love be taken away but their own lives as well.”


  “Yes, that’s true. I feel sorry for them, even though it’s their own fault.”


  “I feel sorry for their families.”


  “You’re right. By the way, where did His Highness the first prince… get the magic tools that those people used?”


  “Well, he wouldn’t tell me even if I asked.”


  It’s a very rare magic tool.


  “Where on earth did he get a magic tool that sprays miasma?”


  Incidentally, the men who boarded the merchant ship were given the daring task of carrying the miasma tool to the royal capital of Ishtalika and releasing it everywhere.


  The miasma is poisonous to the body without special equipment and will kill you in an instant.


  “But I never thought that Elena-sama would accept this plan.”


  “Ara, why not?”


  “…Because it’s an act of randomly targeting civilians.”


  “I have nothing to worry about that.”


  Then she smiled wryly and headed for the merchant ship.


  “Because I believe in both of those things.”


  She didn’t say much more and stepped into the discomforting-looking merchant ship.


  The inside was dusty and cramped.


  Elena was given a private room, so it was still good, but the room the men were in was probably too cramped for them to even step foot in.


  When she reached her room, she put down her luggage.


  “I guess I’ll have to stay in this room for the next few days as we make our way across the ocean.”


  She said, already feeling overwhelmed.


  The journey to Ishtalika was long and arduous.


  But still, she made up her mind for a job she could not resist.


  “Besides──”


  This long journey was not only a bad thing.


  She could see the great nation of Ishtalika with her own eyes. It would not be a bad experience to be able to see the difference in power between the two countries.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Inside the wooden ship, there was not a single window.


  Elena’s room was not very comfortable due to the unpleasant humidity and stuffy air. But even so, the ships that the merchants boarded were of good construction. A ship for adventurers would be even worse than this. They sleep together and have no bathroom. The materials used for the ship were cheap, so the swaying and creaking noises were severe.


  “It had been more than a full day since we left the port of Rockdam, I think.” Said Elena.


  The reason she said “I think” was because she couldn’t be sure.


  There are no windows, so she can’t see what’s going on outside, and she can’t get out of her room because of the strong winds and waves that seem to be stirring up the sea.


  She didn’t want to risk going outside to talk to the crew.


  “I’ve heard that if it’s an Ishtalika ship, you can just take a nap, and you’ll arrive.”


  She wondered what kind of technology they had used to build such a ship. Even though she couldn’t understand the technical details, she was still curious to see how it was built.


  Suddenly ── the ship creaked loudly.


  The merchant ship swayed greatly, causing the inside of Elena’s room to lean heavily.


  It was hard to tell if it was morning or night now, with the environment adding to the uncomfortable feeling, but Elena lay down, hoping to fall asleep.


  ──She hoped that she would fall asleep quickly and be in Ishtalika when she woke up.


   


  The next time she woke up, she felt terrible.


  Knock, knock, knock!


  The sound of banging on the door echoed from outside the room. The sound was too uncomfortable for her to get out of bed, and the uncomfortable bedding made her feel unwell.


  “What is it, geez…?”


  Elena sat up and approached the door.


  “I’m sorry to keep you waiting. We have arrived in Ishtalika.”


  The voice belonged to a crew member.


  “R-really?”


  Elena opened the door with great force and looked at the crew’s face. The crew also looked tired, but the smile on his face indicated that they had indeed arrived.


  Then Elena hurriedly grabbed her luggage and ran around the ship.


  She didn’t feel the lack of energy she had felt before going to bed or the strength in her body after waking up from sleep. She just wanted to soak up the morning sun for the first time in a long time.


  After climbing the stairs, she sees a wooden door in front of her. Elena put her hand on the doorknob and opened the door.


  “It’s ── bright.”


  It’s been a long time since she saw the morning sun, so she can’t open the door too wide.


  Working on her still-open eyes, she let the fresh air enter her body.


  The scent of the sea breeze was strong due to the fact that it was a port town, but that was not a bad thing.


  She wondered what kind of town this was.


  She shields her eyes from the sun with her hand and opens her eyes to the shadows, as her eyes are still getting used to the light. Elena’s brain abandoned the idea of thinking as the scenery of the port city of Magna filled her vision.


  “This is…”


  The only thing she could do was to confirm that this was the port town of Magna.


  The cobalt blue sea spread out, and the beautiful streets with red roofs and white walls. But what she felt most strongly was the sheer scale of the city. When she left Birdland, she had been very confident about the port city of Roundheart.


  But now, she’s not so sure.


  “…It wasn’t a very comparable place, was it?”


  Not only was it no match, but it also wasn’t even an opponent.


  This thought struck the stunned Elena.


  There was still a part of her that was not fully convinced until she actually saw it. It was just that her imagination could not catch up, and she could not understand until she saw this reality.


  “May I have a word?”


  The crew, who had just arrived, spoke up.


  “What is it?”


  “There’s been some damage to the ship… I’m afraid to say.”


  “Could it possibly require repair?”


  “Y-yeah… and I’m afraid it’s going to need some major repairs.”


  That was bad.


  She had planned to go back right after a short rest, but now it seemed impossible.


  Elena was wondering what to do now.


  “──Wait a moment.” She said, suddenly walking away from the crew.


  She walked down the ramp and landed at Magna without any warning.


  “I knew this would happen.”


  It was the knight from Ishtalika with whom Elena had made a deal. He now wore no armor and was clad in plain clothes.


  “Here. This is a letter of introduction to some skilled craftsmen.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Well, I’ll leave you to it. I have to move, too.”


  The knight was replaced by a crew member who approached her.


  “I was surprised. I can’t believe that someone from Ishtalika would actually betray his country.”


  “He couldn’t have lied.”


  Elena smiled wryly and turned back to the merchant ship, where the men were already on the move. The men would be heading to the royal capital for their plans.


  “Will everything be alright? I hope they don’t find out about Heim.”


  “Don’t worry. I trust both of them.”


  “…What do you mean, ‘both’?”


  “Literally, both.”


  Although the ship was ready to be repaired, there was no place to sleep. She had enough money to pay for the repairs, but she had nowhere to sleep.


  “I’ll be back when the ship is repaired.”


  Elena thus left the ship and proceeded to the town of Magna.


  As she walked along the pier, she saw several fishing boats lined up. At first glance, however, one would think they were noblemen’s ships, their construction so sturdy and magnificent.


  In addition, there are several battleships lined up in the nearby military port.


  There were several warships that would have no trouble destroying the port city of Roundheart.


  “I don’t understand it…”


  Why is there such a huge difference in strength between the countries of the same world?


  Unsure of what to expect, she continued on her way and came to a street lined with food stalls.


  “Oh, Onee-san, Onee-san! This fish is good, you know! Would you like one?”


  The shopkeeper who spoke to her was a man with tanned skin and muscular arms typical of a man born in a port town.


  “Ara, I’m sorry. Actually, I haven’t decided on a place to stay yet.”


  “Hmm? …oh, you’re one of those, aren’t you? It can’t be helped then!”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I know that! You came all the way to Magna just for today, right? You’d better hurry up! You’ll have a hard time even finding a place to stay today! The two from the royal capital will be here today, after all!”


  Elena didn’t know what he was talking about, but she agreed that she should get a place to stay as soon as possible.


  Elena left the shopkeeper.


  She made her way through the crowds of people she had never seen before, looking for a place to stay.


   


  It’s such a big town, she thought, she should be able to find a place to stay soon.


  ──That was her plan.


  However, her expectations were easily betrayed, and Elena still hadn’t found a place to stay even after several hours.


  “Unfortunately, our place was booked up just before noon, so there are no more rooms available.”


  This was the second time she had tried to find a place to stay.


  Even though it turned out to be another failure, she was not discouraged. She was just tired of walking so much.


  The sun was starting to set, and it was about time to find a place to stay.


  “I think I’ll take a break.”


  She muttered to herself as she walked a little further after leaving the fully booked inn.


  The town was as crowded as ever, but she looked at a bench by the side of the road. The person who had been sitting there had just left, so she sat down before anyone else did.


  Next to her was a lone traveler in a gray robe.


  Elena rubbed her shins, gradually loosening the tense surface.


  “I hope I don’t have to stay out in the open.”


  Not long after the murmur.


  “──….. um.”


  The person sitting next to her called out to her.


  “Excuse me, but are you perhaps… unable to find a place to stay tonight?”


  Because of the deep hood the person wore, she could only see the mouth of the person. However, she could tell from the voice that it was a man.


  And he seemed to be young in age.


  “Yes, I’m embarrassed to say this. Actually, I didn’t know it would be so crowded.”


  “Haha, I see. It’s definitely a big crowd.”


  He had a soft smile, despite his appearance.


  “Are you a traveler?”


  “Unfortunately, no. I usually live in the royal capital.”


  “…Are you actually a nobleman?”


  “I’m not a noble… but I’m in somewhat of a difficult position.”


  He folded his arms and tilted his head from side to side, struggling with his words.


  If he were not a nobleman, he would be the son of a great merchant. He is a man of class, not just a commoner.


  He has a tone of voice that doesn’t make others uncomfortable, and he seems to be highly educated.


  “I won’t ask for details. It is also convenient for you, isn’t it?”


  “Haha… how about a little thank you for not pursuing the matter?”


  “A noble person had a conversation with a traveler like me. Shouldn’t I be thanking you for that?”


  “If you have to thank anyone for talking to you, merchants would be dead, you know.”


  The man quickly stood up, ending the conversation in a joking manner.


  He was tall, and Elena had to look up at him. His hair, which she caught a glimpse of, seemed long for a man.


  “I know an inn that has rooms even in times like these. My aunt told me about it once.”


  When he finished, he started to walk away. He didn’t say much and walked away, leaving Elena behind.


  Elena was a little lost, but in the end, she followed him.


   


  Chapter 5 – What The First King Left Behind


  Let’s go back in time a litte.


  It was when the merchant ship carrying Elena was still sailing off the coast of Magna. Shortly before noon, the royal water train arrived at the port city of Magna.


  The whole area, inside and outside the station, was overflowing with crowds like never before.


  Martha spoke to Ain as he got off the train.


  “Olivia-sama was the obvious favorite, but today there seems to be a lot of calls for Ain-sama.”


  It’s no exaggeration to say that the voices calling out for the two of them are so loud that it’s almost like shouting, and the noise is no less than that of the White Rose Station, one of the largest stations in Ishtalika.


  “Is this due to the defeat of the Sea Dragon?”


  “It seems so. I’ve heard rumors that you’re as popular as the first king.”


  “Personally, I’d prefer that they give priority to my mother.”


  After hearing that, Olivia said,


  “I’m fine with it. I’d be happier if Ain were praised.”


  Olivia couldn’t possibly feel bad about her beloved Ain being praised.


  That’s probably why.


  She was in such a good mood today that it was obvious at a glance.


  “It’s going to be difficult to walk around the city at this rate.”


  It was a bit of a pity, but it would be difficult considering the commotion that would ensue if they were found.


  Olivia, who was standing next to him, seemed to have the same idea and tilted her head in annoyance.


  “The two of you, this way, please. Normally, I would prepare a time to respond to the people, but today’s crowd is so large that I think we should cancel it for the safety of the people.”


  Martha said, indicating the direction of the exit.


  “Oh, yes. We might as well.”


  “The carriage is ready. You can wave from the window today.”


  “Hmm, that’s all right. Well, Mother, let’s go.”


  “Yes, let’s do that.”


  When Ain saw Olivia walking ahead of him, he suddenly had an idea.


  “The princess is not supposed to walk alone, so I’ll escort her.”


  Then Olivia stopped and looked at Ain with blank stares in her eyes. She looked at him for a few seconds as he held out his hand. She put one hand on the star crystal shining on her chest and nodded with a smile full of joy.
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  “…Will you escort me, Your Royal Highness?”


  “Yes, leave it to me.”


  He was taller than Olivia due to his demon king transformation. In response to his dependable behavior, she laid her hands on his as if to entrust everything to him.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  It took more than ten minutes for the carriage to move forward. The carriage carrying Ain and Olivia arrived at the villa of the first king.


  There were no houses or even nobleman’s mansions around, and the whole area of the cape was monopolized. This would definitely be a prime location close to the train station and with a spectacular view of the entire town.


  Not less than the land, the villa was built in an eye-catching and majestic structure.


  “It’s more than what I expected──”


  “Was it beautiful to look at?”


  Dill came to stand next to Ain and said.


  “That’s about it. You can tell at a glance that it’s well maintained.”


  The exterior of the villa was ivory-colored and elegant. From the outside, it was probably four stories high.


  By the way, not only the villa itself but also the garden caught his attention.


  The neatly arranged hedges. And the lush green grass. All of the colorful flowers show the skill of the expert gardeners.


  “The scent of the sea breeze is pleasant, and it’s such a nice place to live. I’d love to live here forever. Besides, I’d like to go into town and visit the food stalls.”


  “Haha, absolutely not.”


  “Right?”


  Then, after enjoying the scenery for a while, they started walking.


  “Mother and the others are already inside, so we should go too.”


  “Right. Let’s go.”


  They walked along the cobblestones that led to the entrance and arrived in front of a thick wooden door.


  The royal knight noticed that Ain had arrived and opened the door.


  The floor inside the villa was also made of wood.


  As he walked, he heard a dry sound──.


  There are not many treasures on display, and the interior is neat and tidy.


  “Where is my room located?”


  “On the fourth floor, the top floor. It seems that His Majesty the First’s room is also nearby, so you may visit it if you want.”


  “Well, I’ll pay a visit when I have time.”


  The upper floors seem to be accessed by two staircases that spread out like wings on either side.


  “…..What is that?”


  There was a small door in the corner of both staircases.


  “That’s probably the stairs to the basement.”


  “The one you can’t open for some reason?”


  “Yes. But Warren-sama said it was okay to go down there.”


  “Hmm… I’ll check it out later.”


  For now, he should head to the room provided.


  Ain took both stairs and walked to the top floor.


  “Hey, Dill.”


  “What can I do for you?”


  “Does the basement have any secrets?”


  “I don’t know about that… the door was never opened.”


  “Grandfather told me that an old king once tried to find out. But no matter what he did, he couldn’t get it open, so he gave up.”


  “So….. is it intentionally sealed?”


  “Oh, that’s what I thought, too. For example… it can only be opened by His Majesty the First.”


  “I see. Then it will be difficult to open it.”


  Ain was still curious, though, so he would probably go there eventually.


  “I wonder what’s in there.”


  But he didn’t like to try to force his way in.


  It was like trying to search the entire house, and he didn’t feel good about it.


   


  After unpacking, Ain left his room and walked to Olivia’s room.


  “It has the same decor as mine, doesn’t it?”


  “Fufu, that’s right. It is like… a middle ground between a mansion and an inn.”


  The room had the feel of a villa in a resort area.


  The combination of furniture made of woven plants and white painted walls gave the room a tropical feel. The huge windows overlooking the cobalt blue seaside gave the room a different air.


  Ain and Olivia are enjoying the unusual room.


  When Martha speaks to them reservedly.


  “Excuse me, but may I ask you something?”


  “Is it for me?”


  “To be precise,it is something that  I would like to ask the both of you…”


  They wondered what it was. The two looked at each other and sat down on the sofa.


  “Okay, what is it?”


  “Actually, I’ve been wondering for a while, about the sea breeze… does it have any adverse effects on your health?”


  “Oh, arara…? Why were you so curious about that?”


  Olivia asked back with a troubled look on her face.


  “The two of you are dryads, so I was concerned that the tide might be a bad influence.”


  “Oh! So that’s what you meant!”


  Olivia nodded her head in agreement.


  She immediately put up one index finger, put it to her lips, and looked up at the ceiling.


  “Hmm… I used to live in a port town before, and it was fine then.”


  “You used to live in a port town…?”


  “Yeah. Actually, yes.”


  Olivia stubbornly refused to mention the place’s name, though it was obviously in Roundheart and began to talk about it as if it were just small talk.


  “I used to go for walks on the beach with Ain back then. But nothing happened to us.”


  “That’s a relief.”


  Martha just smiled and nodded but did not mention the port city.


  On the contrary, she clenched her fists tightly, and her veins appeared.


  Was it regret having reminded her of Roundheart, or simply anger towards that house?


  Naturally, Ain guessed that it was both.


  “Oh, look, Ain. There are so many fish over there.”


  “That’s right. There are so many.”


  Outside the window, from the cape, there was a school of fish swimming in the sea. The sunlight pouring in from the sky illuminated them, making them shine silver.


  It was a sight that could never be seen in the port of the royal capital.


   


  ──Knock, knock.


  The door of the room was knocked quietly.


  “I’m coming.”


  Martha went to the door.


  The one who was outside was Dill.


  “Please give this to Ain-sama.”


  He hands Martha a small envelope and quickly closes the door.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Dill gave it to me. He said it was for Ain-sama.”


  “For me? What is it?”


  As soon as he received it, he inspected it and found it contained a brief report. According to the report, the crowds at the station are slowly subsiding. The report said there were some minor disputes due to the crowd, but no one was injured.


  There was nothing he could do about it.


  Ain finished reading and put the envelope back in his pocket.


  “…Although it’s a little early, I think I’ll take a bath.”


  Olivia got up from the couch and looked at Martha.


  “Will you help me?”


  “Yes, of course. In the meantime, I’ll call another servant for Ain-sama.”


  “Oh, that’s all right. I want Ain to run an errand for me.”


  An errand?


  Olivia then asked Ain, whose eyes lit up.


  “You want to go into town, don’t you?”


  He remembered saying that in the station.


  “I’d love to, but… I think it would be difficult.”


  “It’s fine. I’ve borrowed something good from my father.”


  “O-Olivia-sama?”


  “Oh, don’t worry, Martha. In fact, my father lent it to me in anticipation of this. If you wear it, no one will know you’re Ain.”


  Then she stood up and reached for her bag, which she had placed nearby.


  “Even if nobody recognizes Ain-sama, it’s still dangerous. If anything happens──.”


  “Lily will join him on the way, so it will be fine.”


  “When did this all happen…?”


  “Before we left the royal capital, Warren sent her to help us. He will be safe with her, won’t he, Martha?”


  “Y-yes. After all, Lily-sama is stronger than my Dill.”


  “Well, problem solved. Ain, come here.”


  Answering the call, Ain turned his attention to the gray robe that Olivia had taken out. The color was plain, but the fabric did not look cheap.


  The robe was given to Olivia by Sylvird, so it must not be an ordinary item.


  “This robe is said to have similar properties to the earth red jade that protected Ain during the Sea Dragon attack. But it doesn’t take much time and money to make, so it can’t protect your life.”


  “Wow… but if I wear it low enough, I can hide my face.”


  “Fufu, perfect for going incognito, don’t you think?”


  Olivia then unfolded the robe and walked around to Ain’s back.


  “I’ve heard that my father used to hide in Beria and wear this to sneak around.”


  “Eeh… Grandfather was…”


  For a moment, his cheeks tensed up, wondering what the hell he was doing. However, he is also a member of the royal family, and he is also the future king, so he wore it too.


  It was a kind of similarity, he thought.


  “I’ll be back in about an hour.”


  “Alright. I’m going to take a bath, so be careful out there. …And, since you are running an errand, I’ll ask you to buy me something from the town.”


  It’s no big deal.


  After a final “goodbye” hug, Ain went out to Magna, where the sun began to set.


   


  

  


   


  Proceeding majestically from the cape was definitely suspicious.


  A person in gray robes emerging from the villa of the first king and heading straight for the town would be nothing but a suspicious sight.


  Therefore, he took the back roads. The back road was not much of a road at all. On the ocean side of the cape, there is a path that leads down to the beach.


  Getting off there and heading towards the town would simply be inconspicuous…


  “It sounds like a great way to sneak.”


  Ain’s boyish heart was tickled.


  Still, the seaside is bright red.


  Magna’s dusk turns the sea red as well. The color spread all the way to the horizon. The boats lined up near the pier, some finished fishing, some getting ready for the night’s catch.


  Ain looked at the scene from the corner of the harbor and stretched out.


  Suddenly, a fragrant breeze tickled his nostrils, making him drool.


  “This is not good… I have to hurry.”


  The stalls were waiting for him. He hurried towards the main street, a complete change from his previous leisurely walk.


  Gradually, the aroma of the food grew stronger, along with the voices of the people.


   


  Soon, he reached the end of the street lined with stalls.


  Countless stalls lined up on both sides of the street to greet Ain as he emerged from the port.


  Where should I start? He thought.


  “It’s me!”


  Lily, who had unexpectedly appeared from the shadows, called out to Ain.


  She was also dressed in robes like Ain, and together they looked like a couple in the middle of a journey or adventurers in a party.


  “It was nice of you to come so quickly. Where should we start looking around?”


  “I think you can’t go wrong, so I think the right answer is to go to all the stores you like!”


  “That’s great. Since you’re here, you should enjoy yourself too.”


  “Well, I’m an escort, and I can’t really forget about work and have fun next to Ain-sama ── By the way, how about that stall?”


  She pointed to a stall with charcoal smoke wafting from it.


  “Are you drooling?”


  Ain touched his own cheek and urged her to do the same.


  “No, no, no, not at all──! I’m not drooling!”


  When Lily confirmed that there was no drool on her cheek, she pouted her lips, slightly embarrassed but also frustrated that she had been beaten.


  At any rate, they headed for the stall.


  Some of the stalls around them were cooking over charcoal, while others were cooking on griddles.


  By the way, Magna is a port town, but seafood is not the only specialty. It’s also the largest port on the continent of Ishtar, and many things come here from all over the continent.


  From the adventurer’s town of Baltic, materials for monsters and meat are also brought in.


  From the port, you can go inland to places that are crowded with merchants.


  In other words──.


  “The smoke from the stalls may be the very essence of Ishtalika itself.”


  “So it’s no exaggeration to call it a visit!”


  Lily said happily, having gained a great cause.


  The stall they went to also had seafood on display, and there was a fish that was so big it would take several adults standing in line to lift it.


  When they looked closely, they saw that the fish’s belly had been opened and shaved into a block.


  “Big.”


  “Oh! That’s the Serpent Fish they landed today! It’s an excellent fish, but it’s too expensive to buy!”


  “Is it good?”


  “It’s not just delicious. It’s so delicious that it could be made into a royal offering.”


  “I see, I see. I haven’t eaten it much myself, but it looks great.”


  “It’s just that it doesn’t last long, and it’s not suitable for long-distance transportation. I’ve never eaten it before, but I know it’s delicious.”


  (No wonder I had never eaten it before.)


  It would be a shame to overlook it.


  “I think I’ll take that fish for a chance.”


  “…Are you crazy? It’s ridiculously expensive.”


  To the shopkeeper, the two people in robes did not look wealthy. The owner of the store looked at them skeptically.


  “Then I’ll buy it, please! The payment will come after we leave, I think!”


  “──Ah?”


  It was a good buy, though it seemed too big for a souvenir. It might be a good idea to serve it to the knights and servants.


   


  Not long after Ain left, the Serpent Fish was quickly purchased.


  The regular knight who suddenly appeared claimed it for the castle and immediately took it to the villa.


  The shopkeeper was no fool.


  Thinking back to the words of the earlier customer, he immediately recognized his true identity. But at the same time, the knight had strongly forbidden him to say anything about it, and he returned to his work with a look of surprise on his face.


   


  Meanwhile, Ain and Lily were in front of another stall.


  “You’re either a traveler or an adventurer, right? Since you’ve come all the way to Magna, you’ve got to enjoy the stalls!”


  “Oh, it’s called Stall Street.”


  “It’s just a local name, though! So, how about some grilled skewers?”


  “Hmm, I wonder what I should do.”


  He looked at the owner’s stall and saw a lot of shellfish on skewers. It was grilled in the frying saucer and looked delicious.


  The sign said 100g, which was much cheaper than he expected.


  “I can’t do without this kind of food.”


  “Sure.”


  He paid for it easily in response to Lily’s words.


  “Yes, here you go. If it’s good, stop by again before you leave. We’re open all night!”


  After parting ways with the energetic owner, Ain walked over and brought a skewer to his mouth.


  “…This is seriously insane.”


  “So… that’s the only word you can use to describe it, huh?”


  The thickly grown scallop and the wide scallop string. One, two, three… five in total.


  The fragrant fish sauces are also a delight.


  He chewed the rest of it in one gulp, inhaling the steam that whetted his appetite.


  The scallops had a nice crunchy texture, and the scallop strings made a nice crunchy sound.


  Ain enjoyed his meal until he chewed the last bite.


  “It is criminal that these things cost 100G each. I’m going to report this to the knights.”


  “Do you want to check it out on the way back just in case?”


  “It’s an important mission. Let’s do that.”


  And then.


  “Hey there, you people in robes! You can’t just eat skewers!”


  “Hmm? Us?”


  Another stall’s owner saw that Ain’s skewers were empty and called out to him.


  “Yes! Don’t just eat shellfish; you have to eat fish too!”


  ──There was a large grill in the storefront.


  Whenever the owner fanned the air, the aroma of charcoal and fish cooking enveloped Ain.


  “Our fish is fresher than the ones caught in the morning! We only use the freshest fish that’s just been brought in in the evening!”


  It was impossible not to be tempted.


  Ain opened his wallet almost unconsciously.


  “Here, 300G.”


  He paid for the two of them, no longer saying anything.


  “It’s a fish you can eat, bones and head and all, so eat it all up!”


  The grilled fish was handed to him, and when he held it in his hands, the smell of the charcoal combined with the oil from the fish made Ain’s saliva secrete even more.


  It was so freshly grilled that the oil made a noise on the skin.


  “Mmmm… Mmmm…”


  Behind the crispy skin, there is rich, white meat that is freshly cooked. The taste of the meat was bland, but the aroma of the oil and charcoal gave it just the right touch.


  “…It’s indeed Magna. Even the salt is different.”


  The crispy, coarse salt was sprinkled on the meat to make it taste a bit salty, which was a nice touch.


  “150G is too low. I’ll have to report this to grandfather.”


  “Ain-sama is mean, too. His Majesty will want to eat it, too.”


  The only thing that Sylvird can do after hearing the story is to salivate and look regretful.


  “Oh, traveler! You should also drop by my place!”


  ──That’s what he wants.


  This is where Ain and Lily’s tour of the stalls comes to its own.


   


  Since then, how many stalls have they visited?


  They were all too good to pass up. Now Ain and Lily were sitting on a vacant bench, watching the town scene.


  “We’ve eaten a lot!”


  “I’m looking forward to the second half. you can come along if you want.”


  “Hey, hey, I’m coming with you!”


  Perhaps it was because he had walked and eaten so much, but his body was getting heavy in its own way. It was as if the seafood he chewed was seeping into his body with every breath he took, and he gave in to laziness that could only be satisfied.


  They took a break for a few minutes.


  “Mmm.”


  Lily stood up.


  “I think I’ve received some news, so I’ll excuse myself.”


  “I think I’ll just stay here.”


  “In case anyone asks, it would be troublesome… Oh, my men are in the vicinity, so don’t worry about the escort!”


  She said she’d be back in a moment and disappeared.


  In the meantime, Ain, who was the only one left, continued to rest his body, but another person sat down on the seat where Lily had just sat down.


  Like Ain and Lily, this person wore a robe and walked in with a tired gait.


  (What a familiar feeling!)


  As he thought this, a voice reached him.


  “…As expected, my legs are getting a little tired.”


  Although he couldn’t see the face, he guessed that the person was a woman from the voice.


  As soon as she said this to herself, she started rubbing her feet.


  Did she walk all the way too?


  Ain wondered and looked at her nonchalantly.


  “I’d rather not stay out in the open.”


  Staying out in the open?


  He was curious about what had happened to her when he heard that she had come to Magna to stay in the open.


  “──… Um.”


  So he couldn’t resist calling out to her.


  “Excuse me, but are you perhaps unable to find a place to stay tonight…?”


  The woman was a little confused. But she quickly regained her composure and replied.


  “Yes, I’m embarrassed to say it. Actually, I didn’t know it would be so crowded.”


  “Haha, I see. I see. It’s a big crowd, isn’t it?”


  “By the way, are you a traveler?”


  “I’m not one, unfortunately. I usually live in the royal capital.”


  “…Are you actually a nobleman?”


  “I’m not a noble… but I’m definitely in a troublesome position.”


  This is because royalty is a separate category.


  “Then I won’t ask for details. It’s better for you, isn’t it?”


  Perhaps she sensed that there was a reason for this, but she simply dropped the subject.


  Ain raised the corner of his mouth in appreciation of her understanding and said.


  “Haha… How about gratitude for not pursuing it further?”


  “A noble person conversed with a traveler like me. Shouldn’t I be thanking you for that?”


  “If you need to thank anyone for talking to you, every merchant would be dead.”


  He had planned to wait for Lily, but after hearing her story, he could not leave this woman alone.


  Lily’s subordinates, who were said to be nearby, would be able to tell her what had happened. He decided to show the woman around.


  “I know an inn that has rooms even in times like this. My aunt told me about it once.”


  He had heard about it from Katima. According to her inns, where nobles stay always have rooms available.


  It seems that they are prepared in case of a sudden visit by a high-ranking nobleman.


  (It’s probably because of me that the inn is empty.)


  There may be others who are in the same situation as her. He couldn’t reach out to all of them, but he wanted to help at least those he could see.


  “Let’s hurry up and head over there; I think it’s that way.”


  He hadn’t heard about her budget.


  When the time comes, he’ll pay for it himself.


  If it came from the salary he received for his work, it would not be an injustice to the people. Ain thought about this and walked on.


   


  

  


   


  To conclude, he quickly found the kind of inn where the intended nobleman would stay. However, the owner of the inn said,


  “It’s not that we don’t have rooms, but if you’re asking if we can get you one right away…”


  The owner implicitly told the adventurer that he did not think he could pay. It’s just a way to avoid making the other party uncomfortable.


  As for Ain, he likes the fact that he was not treated disrespectfully. Because at first glance, he looked like a traveler or an adventurer. He had expected to be turned away at the gate.


  “I’m fine with money, please.”


  “Mmm.”


  The owner, who had started to worry, crossed his arms and started thinking.


  If it comes to it, there is a last resort of taking off the hood and showing his face.


  “Let’s discuss the price once.”


  The owner said as if he had no choice.


  “U-um. You don’t have to go that far…”


  The woman that Ain had shown her around sounded troubled.


  But if he backed off here, it would not be easy to get a room for her.


  Suddenly, a man walked near Ain.


  “Owner. I’ve finished bringing in the food, so if you’ll excuse me.”


  The man was walking with a wooden box in his arms, probably carrying in food or something.


  When Ain thought that it would be difficult for him to see what was in front of him, suddenly──.


  “I-I apologize, Customer!”


  He bumped shoulders with Ain. And then his hood rolled down, exposing his face to the gaze of the owner and the other customers.


  “…C-customer…?”


  It was impossible for everyone not to know Ain’s face.


  Not only the owner of the store but also the man who passed him stared at him with a look of surprise. All of them could not keep their mouths shut and only looked at each other in shock.


  Ain quickly put his hood back on before the woman in the robe could see his face.


  “I’m sorry, can we get a room over here?”


  As there was no way to hide it now, Ain turned around and asked the owner.


  “O-o-o-o… of course! H-hey! Let this customer through!”


  “Please wait! How much do I have to pay?”


  Before being led into the room, the woman in the robe hurriedly asked.


  “Here is the price… what should I do?”


  The owner showed the woman the price list, but she looked at Ain.


  Since Ain would pay the bill when the time came, he took the bill and almost said he would pay it.


  “It’s okay. The duration is yet to be determined, but I’ll pay for three days at first.”


  The woman in the robe paid quickly.


  Maybe she was a noblewoman, too.


  If so, it was strange that she hadn’t taken lodgings, but Ain looked at her curiously as she easily paid the large sum.


  “You can pay in the room, and I’ll show you around first.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. Please go and have a good rest.” Ain said.


  “Thank you very much….! By all means, let me thank you in some way!”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  After bowing, again and again, she finally proceeded up the stairs. A few moments later, she disappeared, and Ain was glad that he could help her.


  Now…


  Since he was in the middle of a secret walk, he should at least ask for help.


  “…I’m in town on a secret mission. Can you please not tell anyone about this?”


  Seeing Ain’s troubled smile, not only the owner but everyone in the inn agreed.


  “Of course, Your Highness! If Your Highness says so, I’ll risk my life to do so!”


  “N-no… you don’t have to go that far.”


  After saying that, Ain also tried to leave the inn.


  The owner stopped him, however.


  “I know it’s rude, but could you please… please shake my hand?”


  He wondered what was going on.


  “Yes. I’m sorry for asking you too much.”


  He then wrapped his hands around the owner’s hand, and the owner said with a look of ecstasy on his face.


  “…I will never wash my hands.”


  “I’m begging you. Please wash them.”


  He smiled bitterly and left the inn.


  As expected, Lily was waiting for him outside, and she was smiling happily.


  “You look like you’re having fun.”


  “I had some unexpected fun. I had a cute ex-boss who felt like she could hide behind cheap magic tools.”


  “What’s that? Was there another nobleman sneaking around other than me?”


  “Yes, yes! She’s a special kind of noble, though.”


  Ain listened to her and walked away with a smile on his face, as did Lily.


  In the end, he bought a souvenir for Olivia, and the curtain came down on his first secret walk.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The night after the souvenirs were enjoyed by all; Ain suddenly woke up.


  It wasn’t that the bed was uncomfortable or that there was any noise. It was just that he was genuinely awake and for no particular reason.


  “──I couldn’t get back to sleep.”


  Even though he kept turning over in bed, he couldn’t seem to fall asleep.


  He sat up, drank some water, and looked out the window.


  The surface of the ocean was illuminated by starlight. Also, he could see that some fish were emitting light in the sea, sometimes blinking like fireflies. He was afraid to go near the sea now, though.


  “Is it safe to go there?”


  He was referring to the locked basement in the villa. After a quick change of clothes, Ain left the room and walked down the dimly lit corridor.


   


  On the lower floor, there are royal knights standing guard.


  He exchanged a few words with them, and when he told them he was going to the basement, they laughed at him.


  It was not mockery but rather Ain’s way of facing the unknown.


  He opened the door near the two staircases and found a stone staircase leading to the basement. As Ain walked down the stairs without hesitation, he saw a huge door at the end of the stairs.


  “──It looks like a treasure house.”


  It reminded him of the treasure room in the basement of the castle. He could not help but feel a sense of déjà vu at the number of magic tools attached to the door.


  He never had a problem with it until now, but what happened next was a problem…


  “So the door will not open.”


  That’s what the previous kings, and Sylvird, had said.


  Ain even predicted that only the first king would be able to open the door. The truth be told, he didn’t come here expecting to be able to open the door.


  It was purely for sightseeing.


  “I wondered what was in there… could it be some kind of treasure?”


  He was not interested in treasure hunting, but he was curious to see what the first king had left behind. There is also the fact that he learned last year at the Demon Lord’s castle.


  He could not help but be curious about what the person he admired was doing in this basement.


   


  However, it was a locked door. There was no keyhole on the door, and he couldn’t figure out how to open it.


  It was time to go back to his room. That’s what he thought, and the moment he touched the door for the last time──.


  “…Eh.”


  The magic tools attached to the door moved unexpectedly and lined up in a vertical line.


  Then a soft click echoed through the area.


  “It’s open…?”


  No way, how?


  He pushed the door with his hand, and it opened from side to side.


  The interior of the basement, which is gradually revealed, does not contain any treasures.


  The structure of the basement is like an elegant library.


  The bookshelves on the left and right walls were lined with books without any gaps, and there was only one large desk in the back.


  When Ain squinted at it, he saw that there was a book on the desk that had been left open.


  “…..Shall I go?”


  He wasn’t sure, but the door was open.


  As soon as he stepped in, the door closed spontaneously. But rather than worrying about how to return, Ain was more interested in the basement left behind by the first king.


  The bookshelves on either side of the room caught his attention, but first the desk.


  “I wonder what was he writing.”


  He picked up the open book, and his eyes widened at the words written in it.


  “More and more races are beginning to follow them. They don’t listen to us but instead exert themselves to meet sister’s needs.”


  Then he continued.


  “I wonder how father and mother are doing. Are they trying to stop sister?”


  It was written.


  No doubt, this is the diary left by the first king.


  “Countless friends have died. What has changed her? Do I have no choice but to fight her?”


  Ain turned more pages.


  The page was blank for a while.


  The next thing he wrote was a heartbreaking sentence.


  “I took her life.”


  And then there were pages and pages of words of repentance. But after those words, he wrote about the Red Fox again.


  “That woman said  this when she ran away. She said ── that she would never forgive me. She didn’t say why, but she said she would never allow me to be happy. I tried to kill her, but she used a number of monsters to escape my pursuit. The warriors told me that they had crossed the sea from this area, but further pursuit would be extremely difficult. I have a duty to rebuild Ishtalika.”


  He could tell just by looking at the words.


  The anger and frustration were evident in every word.


  “It’s been a year since the founding of the new Ishtalika. I have decided to terminate my investigation of the Red Fox as of today. After I abdicate, I may use this room again. So I will seal this room with my diary.”


  The diary ended here.


  After reading it, Ain closed his eyes for a few moments. Eventually, he nodded to himself and reached for a document on the bookshelf.


   


  

  


   


  The following day, there was a commotion in the villa. This was because Ain was nowhere to be found.


  The royal knights, who were the last to see him, had told Dill that he had gone to the basement.


  “I must check before Olivia-sama wakes up.”


  Dill hurried down to the basement, but the door was still closed. He wondered if Ain was really in there.


  Thinking about it, Dill knocked roughly on the door. He knew that it was left by the first king, but all he could think about now was his master, Ain.


  He knocked on the door for a few tens of seconds.


  “The door…!”


  Suddenly, the door started to open in both directions. Then a sleepy-eyed Ain appeared from inside.


  “Hmm… Dill?”


  “Ain-sama! Are you alright?”


  “Y-yeah… I’m sorry, I made you worry.”


  As soon as Ain left the basement, the door closed automatically.


  “Of course! W-why did the door…?”


  “I don’t know, but it opened.”


  “…What in the world happened in there?”


  Ain is not sure how to answer. If he were to tell him what he saw, he would be telling the truth that the first king wanted to hide.


  “There was a book or something that the first king left behind. But since I didn’t know if I should tell anyone, I’d ask my grandfather first before telling everyone. I’m sorry, but I’d appreciate it if you could keep the basement a secret from the royal knights as well.”


  “──Understood.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “No problem. As long as Ain-sama is safe, I’m fine.”


  “Thank you for all of your help. ──Well, I think I’ll get some sleep until my official duty begins.”


  “I wonder what happened in there. Were you not sleeping?”


  “Unfortunately, I woke up during the night. I was reading a book in there until a while ago.”


  “A book…?”


  “Ah, I have one question.”


  As Ain walked up the stairs leading to the surface, he stopped and looked back.


  “Have you ever heard of the curse of loneliness?”


  “No, I haven’t heard of it, but…”


  “Hmm, okay. Thanks.”


  What exactly is that? Dill swallowed these words.


  The words were the ones that Ain had seen when he was reading the first king’s diary. It was written on a page near the back cover.


  (…The chief of the Red Foxes had a skill called the Curse of Loneliness.)


  This is the information that the first king researched. The chief of the Red Foxes was skilled in the knowledge of curses and used that knowledge and skill to control the Demon Lord Arche. And it was written that the Red Fox chief had artificially caused her to run amok.


  However, Ain still doesn’t know how he was able to open the door. The questions were endless, but he was grateful for the new information he had gained.


  Ain rubbed his heavy eyelids and thought that he would have to visit the basement again later.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The official duty of the day is a kind of memorial ceremony. The nobles were gathered in the square located in the center of the town.


  Since Ain and Olivia were Dryads, they were supposed to plant a commemorative tree. The name of the event was to celebrate the return of Ain, who had saved the town.


  “All clear, royal knights.”


  “Guards, same.”


  Many knights had come to report to Dill, though the security was tight as usual.


  “I understand. Then continue with your duties.”


  He seemed to have gotten used to giving orders. He is not yet twenty years old, but he looks dignified.


  “Martha-san, you can count on Dill.”


  “I would be troubled if he did not. He is the son of a marshal and is assigned to the crown prince.”


  Although she said this, the corners of her mouth were raised.


  “And if you ask me, it’s because of Ain-sama.”


  “Hmm? Me?”


  “Yes, you. You’ve really become a great man. All the people in the castle are looking forward to your reign.”


  The topic suddenly changed and turned to Ain. Hearing their conversation, Olivia approached from behind Ain.


  “It’s my Ain, after all. It’s only natural that he becomes a great man.”


  She hugged him from behind.


  “I understand, but please refrain from behaving like that in public.”


  “Yees. I understand.”


  Olivia walked away regretfully, and Martha accompanied her out of her seat.


  Dill came running toward Ain, who was smiling, embarrassed about the skinship he had just experienced.


  “I’m sorry to keep you waiting. It seems that there was some kind of lively atmosphere.”


  “…We were talking about Dill starting to show his dignity.”


  “I-I’m flattered, but why are you suddenly talking about it…?”


  “There have been a lot of things going on.”


  When Ain said this, he thought about the upcoming tree planting.


   


  The memorial tree planting began as planned. A few minutes after Ain was praised by Martha, the event began.


  The organizer, a nobleman, gave a short speech before handing out burlap sacks of trees to all the participants.


  Looking around, it was obvious that only the nobles were participating in the event.


  But at least, no one could casually talk to the princess and the crown prince. As it was the job of the royal knights to do so, a certain distance was maintained between the nobles and Ain and the others. And in between stood the royal knights.


  “We have to plant a lot of trees, don’t we?”


  ”Indeed, it’s quite a scale. The leading nobleman of this town said that it was a commemoration… of the arrival of the hero of Magna and his holy mother.”


  The word “hero” made his spine tingle a little.


  “It’s not surprising that my mother was named the holy mother. But it tickles me when people call me a hero.”


  “But you’ve done enough to be called a hero.”


  “Well, I’ve done some spectacular things indeed.”


  “That brings back memories. I can still vividly recall the day I came to this town with Ain-sama after running away from the castle. It’s a good memory now that I was prepared to have my head cut off.”


  “…I’m still grateful for that.”


  It was not long before Dill called him by name again.


  “We moved the royal train and rammed the ship.”


  “It was pretty dangerous, right?”


  “No, not quite. It was more like a suicide mission.”


  Ain has an embarrassed expression on his face when he is told this.


  “…..”


  “…..”


  The two of them exchanged glances in silence.


  Eventually, Ain smiled bitterly and said to Dill, who closed his mouth.


  “…..I’ll do better next time.”


  “Please let there not be a next time.”


  This was Dill’s deepest wish.


   


  When most of the participants had finished planting the trees, one of the host noble’s arrived.


  “Guard Officer Dill-dono, may I have your attention?”


  “Yes, what can I do for you?”


  “I’d like to ask His Royal Highness the Crown Prince and Her Royal Highness the Second Princess to plant the last tree…”


  The nobleman turned his hand. When Dill looked in that direction, he saw that a conspicuous spot had been left.


  A large hole had already been dug, and a sapling in a burlap sack was placed next to it.


  After checking it out, Dill turned to Ain.


  “I’m good. What about you, Mother?”


  “If that’s what you want to do, I’ll do anything for it.”


  As usual, she seemed to be in full affirmation of Ain.


  The two of them followed the nobleman and proceeded to plant the last tree that had been prepared for them. When they arrived in front of the hole, the royal knights surrounded them and glanced at them.


  They worry too much ── Ain thought.


  “It can’t be helped.”


  “Yees? What did you say?”


  “It’s nothing. Let’s start planting.”


  The burlap sack was heavier than the previous ones. However, it didn’t matter to the current Ain.


  He placed the burlap sack gently in the hole and poured sand into it. In the end, Olivia picked up a jug and poured water on the dry soil. The scent of the soil rose in the air, gradually absorbing the water and turning a dark brown.


  “It looks like good soil.”


  “Ara, you think so too, Ain?”


  “Yes. I thought it looked nutritious.”


  “Actually, I thought so too. Maybe it’s because we are Dryads.”


  Olivia then turned her compassionate eyes on the sapling.


  Ain heard her say softly, “It’s going to be big,” and thought about what he might say. He couldn’t think of anything clever to say, so he ended up saying something similar.


  “Grow bigger!”


  He tapped the base of the tree gently as if talking to the sapling.


  …This is the end of the tree planting.


   


  ──Gulp.


  There was the sound of drinking something.


  “Dill, did you just swallow something?”


  “It wasn’t me, but… what was that gulping sound?”


  For a moment, there was a sound as if something was going down the throat.


  Then there was another ── gulping sound.


  This time, he could clearly see where it was coming from.


  Olivia, who was standing next to him, seemed to hear it as well, and they both looked in the same direction at the same time.


  “It was coming from below, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes… I think so too.”


  Unsure of what to make of it, Ain crouched down and put his ear to the ground. There was a mixture of sounds coming from underneath the ground, like something being drunk and sounds of dirt being shoveled.


  Is there something under the ground?


  At the same time as Ain stood up wondering, the ground in front of him swelled greatly.


  “Mother!”


  “A-Ain!”


  He hugged Olivia’s body almost reflexively. And then he jumped away from the hole.


  “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine. Ain protected me──”


  “I’m glad to hear that. But what happened suddenly?”


  As soon as he turned around to check on the situation, he saw Dill’s expression. His gaze was not on Ain but at the sapling that Ain had just planted.


  His expression was confused as he widened his eyes as if he had just seen something unbelievable. The same was true for Martha, who was standing right beside him.


  “What are you two so surprised about… Hmm? Where’s the sapling?”


  When he turned around, the sapling he had planted earlier was gone. Instead, there was a huge ripple tree standing in its place.


  Each leaf was lush and green, and the trunk was thick and magnificent. No matter how he looked at it, there was a huge ripple tree that was out of the ordinary.


  “Um, Ain… that ripple tree is the sapling that Ain planted.”


  Olivia, who was approaching, anxiously grasped the sleeve of Ain’s clothing.


  Ain couldn’t help but be surprised.


  (Could it be because I told it to grow bigger?)


  It might have been because he, as the Demon Lord from the Dryad, said so that this happened.


  It was still too early to draw any conclusions, but he couldn’t help but feel that this was the most likely explanation.


  “It even yielded fine fruit…”


  “I’m sorry, but this is not the time to be talking about fine fruit.”


  Dill had a good point.


  The phenomenon was so great that even Ain was distracted.


  The participants’ voices began to reach Ain’s ears as he smiled bitterly. There were many voices, such as “What’s going on?”


  There was no sound of fear but a strong sense of confusion.


  (What should I do?)


  Although he could not make a decision on the spur of the moment, Olivia says, “It’s okay,” in a small voice.


  Then she turns to the nobles and speaks out loud.


  “This is a representation of the Crown Prince Ain’s power. The crown prince is one of the few Dryad beings who is blessed with even rarer powers. It is no secret that his body has grown greatly. It was his special power that created the Great Ripple Tree in this way.”


  The nobles listened in silence. Ain, who was standing next to Olivia, also took in his regal appearance.


  “The crown prince is not only a hero for defeating the sea dragons, but he also brings the bounty of nature to Ishtalika, which was unified by His Majesty the First.”


  Smiling, Olivia finished speaking, and the area fell into silence.


  It was also the nobles who broke the silence. One of the nobles clapped his hands and said a few words in praise of Ain.


  “Our hero even brings the blessings of nature…! His Royal Highness, the Crown Prince, is just like a reborn version of His Majesty the First!”


  Olivia’s speech came to life because Ain had always been thought of favorably.


  “Good grief… Olivia-sama, are you sure it is okay to say what you just said?”


  “Ara, do you think it is wrong, Martha? That was actually what Ain just did. …That looks like a delicious ripple, by the way.”


  The fruit on the tree seems to be twice… four times the normal size.


  It is bright red with a glossy surface and a sweet and sour aroma that seems to reach all the way down to the bottom.


  Also, the tree is as high as the fruit. The tree was over ten meters tall and looked to be as tall as thirty meters.


  The tree is seven or eight times taller than a normal tree and is truly a different kind of tree.


  “Shall we take it home with us since it’s so special?”


  “Yes. It looks delicious, and I think it’s good.”


  “Well… how do we get it?”


  “I can climb it myself, but… Dill, can you get me a ladder or something?”


  “Y-yes!”


  “I’ll bring it back as a souvenir for grandfather and the others.”


  Martha let out a big sigh, holding her head, thinking that she was already talking about this when she was in a panic just a few minutes ago.


  “If it’s good, I’d like to grow it in the castle. Martha-san, don’t you think that’s a good idea?”


  “…Yes. I’m sure it will be good.”


  It’s just a matter of listening to the conversation, and a part of her started to feel that she didn’t want to care much.


  It is even more so because it is not an emergency situation, as she knows that Ain is the cause.


  “I’m back. I borrowed a large ladder, and I believe it will reach the top… Huh? What’s wrong, mother?”


  “…Nothing, nothing at all.”


  When Dill returned, he looked at Martha, who was tired and gave a strange look.


   


  Chapter 6 – Spy Girl’s Hospitality


   


  At the same time that the memorial planting had been hit by an unexpected disturbance, Elena was trying to wake up in her bedroom in the inn.


  The morning sun was shining through the curtains.


  Is it morning already? Elena wakes up slowly.


  Thinking back on last night, she realized that she was very lucky. The rooms at the inn are of a much higher standard than she had imagined and are of a higher quality than the beds of the Augusto’s mansion in Heim.


  She could only laugh when she realized that not only was the country losing in size but also in terms of beds.


  “…..”


  She didn’t want to wake up yet. She didn’t want to get out of this sleep. She hadn’t been able to get out of bed yet because she couldn’t overcome that desire.


  But as she lay in bed, she could hear the sound of pottery rubbing together nearby.


  At the same time, the delicious aroma of tea tickled her nose.


  “…Tea?”


  She lifted herself up from the bed with a sigh and walked out of the bedroom into the living room. As she opened the door, she came face to face with someone she was not supposed to see.


  “Oh, good morning! It looks like you slept well!”


  ──…Huh?


  Elena closed the door again without a second thought. She leaned her back against the door and muttered to herself with a slight lack of composure.


  “E-eh? Wait a minute, that was…!”


  Even though she hadn’t seen her face recently, there was no way she could forget it. She hadn’t planned to meet her during this trip, but she was definitely in the living room.


  She was wearing a perfect disguise. Yet, she couldn’t help but wonder how she had been found out. She had been asleep, but she still wore her earrings just in case…


  “Wait, Elena-sama? Isn’t it awful to close the door suddenly? It makes this Lily sad, you know?”


  Her voice was also that of Lily.


  It was definitely the real one.


  “Ah, by the way, what do you think of this dress? It looks good on me, doesn’t it? I’m aware of it, but when someone says it looks good on me, it makes me happy.”


  It was such a silly conversation that it made her feel foolish that she was in doubt.


  When Elena heard that, she became annoyed and replied to Lily through the door.


  “Why are you here, Lily?”


  “Yes, because we are in Ishtalika. It is natural for me to be here, you know.”


  “It’s not that… You know what I mean. How did you know about my disguise?”


  “On the contrary, did you think that you wouldn’t be discovered with such a cheap magic tool? The history of Ishtalika’s magic tools is long, and, naturally, there are magic tools that can be used to detect your magic tool ── Look.”


  Look, said Lily, extending a finger to her right eye.


  At the same time, Elena looked through the keyhole and saw what Lily was doing. She saw Lily there, dressed in her servant’s uniform as she had been in Heim, but what she was curious about was what she was going to do. Elena was appalled when she next saw Lily remove something out of her eyes.


  “I didn’t know you had that in your eyes.”


  “Yes. This is a thinly processed lens from a pair of glasses made by a magician. It’s a kind of eyeglass-type magic tool that you put directly on your eyes… I and all my subordinates use it.”


  It’s not surprising that there are such magic tools when considering it.


  But Elena’s earrings were a magic tool that she had purchased at great expense from a trusted adventurer. It’s not as cheap as Lily claims, as Heim has put together a special budget for it.


  There is a fundamental difference in technology, a difference that is greater than can be described.


  “I mean, I asked you first! Please tell me if it looks good on me.”


  “…Yes, yes. It looks good on you.”


  Elena replied roughly and took the earrings and threw them away.


  The color of her eyes and hair has returned to normal in a matter of seconds.


  “Fufufu. Well, I was aware of it!”


  After a powerless exchange, Elena gave up and opened the door.


  Here, Elena prepared herself that she might never be able to return to Heim again. But Lily did not show any attempt to capture her; on the contrary, she was as casual as a kitten pawing at her.


  “Look, look, isn’t it cute!”


  Lily spun around and let her skirt flutter around. It was a cute thing to do, but frankly, Elena would rather not see the knife under that skirt.


  “You have quite a collection of weapons, don’t you?”


  “Would you like one?”


  She smiled and took out a knife, but of course, Elena didn’t want it.


  “No, I don’t need it.”


  “Oh… you’re not very good at physical activities, are you, Elena-sama?”


  “──”


  “Well, well, please don’t be angry. The tea is getting cold. Don’t you want some?”


  “Sure I will! Good grief!”


  Elena sat down on the sofa and brought a cup of tea to her mouth.


  The tea is hot but not so hot that it burns. It is easy to drink and tastes good.


  She remembered that this tea was always prepared when they worked together at Heim Castle. Now, she had been deceived, and it was a bitter memory.


  “So, why are you here, Lily? Are you here to arrest me?”


  “Hmm? Do you want to get arrested?”


  “Who would be foolish enough to want to get arrested?”


  “I don’t know. If I wanted to, you’d already be locked up in a prison cell in the royal capital.”


  But even if that’s the case, it’s still a strange story.


  “Then why did you come?”


  In response, Lily said something even more surprising.


  “I’m here to show you the town.”


  “S-show me the town?”


  “Yes, yes. You’ve come to find out about Ishtalika, haven’t you? If so, it will be easier if you have a guide. Did you see any big ships when you arrived at the port?”


  “Yes, I saw it. What’s wrong with that?”


  “Then let’s go and see the ship.”


  Elena froze for a few seconds but then asked Lily what she meant.


  “…Why would you do such a thing?”


  She didn’t know why she would go to the trouble of showing it to an enemy. But Lily continued to talk nonchalantly.


  “Hmm, are you not interested in that?”


  “Just because I’m interested doesn’t mean you have to show it to your enemy.”


  ‘Well, don’t worry about such details. Since His Excellency has given his permission, Elena-sama can just enjoy it without thinking about it.”


  “His Excellency…?”


  “Yes, yes. Do you know a man named Warren Lark?”


  Of course, she knew him; he’s the Prime Minister, the top civilian official of the great country of Ishtalika.


  Although she had never met him in person, she had heard of his prowess. She has never forgotten the story about the prince of her country who was rolled over by his hand.


   


  “…But, I’m glad to have taken the bait.”


   


  Elena was surprised and then muttered with a sigh of relief.


  “Heh? What did you say?”


  “No, I was talking about this. I just want to make sure that I’m not about to get my head chopped off for being a key figure of a hostile country, right?”


  “Wow… isn’t the idea too scary?”


  “It’s a natural concern. So, what do you say?”


  “Elena-sama is strangely bullish, isn’t she…? His Excellency said that we can’t treat you as a guest of honor, but we can show you around like one.”


  “I see, then I’ll take your word for it.”


  She did not seem to have recovered. Lily, who was in front of Elena, was scouring through her mind for a reason for the leeway.


  She didn’t seem to feel comfortable because they knew each other, nor did she seem to think that Elena’s life was safe because of the relationship between Crown Prince Ain and Krone.


  There was definitely something unpredictable about her.


  “The one to watch out for during the meeting is Elena-dono.”


  This is what Warren had said to her just yesterday when she had contacted him.


  “Hey, hey, Elena-sama, are you hiding something from me?”


  “If I’m going to do something on my own, then maybe I’m hiding something?”


  Lily did not overestimate or underestimate Elena. No matter how she evaluated her, Elena was smart, and if there was anyone in Heim who was troublesome, Elena was definitely the first.


  However, if she thinks she can do something on her own──.


  “You can if you have someone to help you, right?”


  “You can think what you want, but Lily’s idea is that I have the people of Ishtalika or adventurers on my side, right?”


  “And then there’s Euro.”


  “Are you an idiot? How can I get any of them on my side?”


  “I don’t know… Maybe Elena-sama will offer them something amazing.”


  Elena smiled wryly.


  “You mean I’m going to offer them something so great that they’re willing to turn against you?”


  That would be unrealistic, she said.


  Lily furrowed her eyebrows in exaggeration and thought about it.


  “That’s why you’re such a problem for me, Elena-sama. You talk too much!”


  “I’m flattered by your compliment.”


  “I’m not complimenting you! That’s why I told His Excellency that he should take Elena-sama to the royal capital and have you live in the castle…”


  “And what did he say to you?”


  “He said, only if Elena-sama wants it!”


  After all, they have no intention of arresting her.


  She couldn’t help but feel a little nervous. Judging from Lily’s attitude, Warren is not careless. But the reason why they don’t want to catch her is because they have decided that it is in their best interest to do so.


  This is the only thing that Elena did not understand the true meaning of.


  “By the way, you have a choice, Elena-sama. You can either stay in Ishtalika, or you can go back with our ship instead of that cattle ship.”


  “C-cattle ship…”


  “I’d be crazy to cross the ocean on a ship like that.”


  “It’s complicated, but it sounds like I would have a very nice trip home.”


  “Sigh… You’re really stubborn, aren’t you? Why don’t you just stay here and live in peace?”


  Lily’s lips twitched as she made a boring face, a complete change from the past.


  But Elena.


  “I’m sorry, but Heim is my homeland.”


  She replied in the same manner as before.


   


  

  


   


  Lily and Elena left the inn and headed for the nearest train station. They proceeded a few stops and got off the train at the nearest station to the shipyard.


  “Lily?”


  “Yes, yes?”


  “How much do I have to pay?”


  “This will be my treat.”


  Then Lily held out the ticket she had just used. Her armband, a symbol of her service at the castle, waved on her arm.


  “240G…?”


  “I’m a respectable wage earner myself. It didn’t bother me at all!”


  “…How can such a fast transportation be so inexpensive?”


  “If not, commoners wouldn’t be able to use them. It doesn’t matter if an ex-convict or some obsessed prince uses it. The price will be the same.”


  She seemed to be referring to Tigre, but of course, Elena did not respond.


   


  Now that they were close, the number of commoners had dwindled. The only people around were the craftsmen working in the shipyard or the knights and civil servants on their way to the military port.


  Elena then looked at her surroundings here without hesitation.


  “I think I’m going to have to go on a real tour of the enemy now that I’m here.”


  “Go ahead, go ahead! Take your time and enjoy it!”


  As she walked with Lily, Elena kept her eyes focused on ensuring she didn’t miss anything.


  The first thing that struck her was the size of the place.


  It was a shipyard, but perhaps because it was adjacent to a port, it also had many processing facilities. There was a processing facility for sea crystals and even a warehouse for weapons to be loaded onto battleships. All of them were crystallizations of technology that surpassed that of Heim.


  Every time she saw one of them, Elena’s common sense was overturned, and she could feel the country’s strength.


  Her face was not pale, but she was squinting with difficulty.


  “Are you feeling unwell?”


  “Do you know why?”


  “I know, and I’m asking. I think you should forget about Heim.”


  They continued to walk.


  Eventually, they entered the shipyard, where there was a battleship in the dock before it was launched. The shape of the ship was slightly different from the battleships already docked at the port.


  While Elena was looking at the battleship, Lily spoke to a worker.


  “Can I have a word with you?”


  “Yes. How can I help you?”


  The worker looked at Lily’s armband and replied frankly.


  “How much of an impact does this battleship have against hostile forces?”


  “Will it be against monsters? Or will it be against humans?”


  “Right… for example, against a port city?”


  Then the worker understood the meaning of the words. He thought that the official in front of him wanted to know the effect on a specific person.


  “I assume that the target is the port town of Roundheart ── At the design stage, two ships would be about this much.”


  The worker said and held up two fingers.


  “Fumu, fumu.”


  Elena, who was standing next to her, thought that it would take two days for the ship to conquer the area. But the reality is not so simple.


  “Two ships and twenty minutes should be enough.”


  “…Twenty minutes? That’s ridiculous──”


  “It is possible. That town is extremely vulnerable to attack from the sea.”


  “It’s only a matter of firing a weapon into an unprotected town, of course.”


  Finally, Lily thanked the worker, and he returned to his work.


  Elena, stunned by the unimaginable force of the war, still could not move her body.


  “The battleships you see here are newly built battleships that will be used as a force against a potential enemy.”


  Lily looked at Elena and told her with serious eyes.


  “We lost a lot of battleships during the Sea Dragons attack. Naturally, they need to be replenished. And the new models that will be built will have a much different performance compared to the old ones.”


  “…Yeah.”


  “Therefore, Elena-sama, you are already overwhelmed. Even though I lived in Heim for a few years, even the one ship here is enough to be a force against Heim. There are already several ships anchored in the royal capital──”


  “Are you saying that we can’t win even when facing an uphill battle?”


  “Are you angry? So what are you going to do about it?”


  Lily, who was more provocative than ever, wanted Elena to give up. She wanted her to forget about Heim and live in Ishtalika. But Elena has unshakable faith and will never respond to her wishes.


  “We’re all inferior in some ways.”


  “I’m not talking about inferior parts. On the contrary, what do you have over us? Area? Population? Or culture? Or technology?”


  “We have a long history. That is until we conquered a continent.”


  “Then we are the nation that united the continent.”


  The two sides stared at each other without backing down.


  A dangerous atmosphere filled the air, but it was Lily who gave up first.


  “…Elena-sama. I’ve been thinking about this for a long time, but you’re really too stubborn.”


  “If you knew that, then give up. How many years have you worked for me?”


  “I’ll tell you something now, Elena-sama, you work too much, don’t you? You were always taking up my time, even when I was sleeping.”


  “Thank you for your help. I would like to tell you that, just between you and me, my new subordinate is not as good as you.”


  So I wonder if you’d like to come back? Elena asked. Lily was taken aback by the unexpected words, but then she smiled broadly. It was the most beautiful smile she’d had since they met.


  “Do you miss me when I’m not with you anymore?”


  “In terms of work, yes. You used to be very good, but now you’re a little too tight.”


  Elena then muttered sadly.


  “If I had been born in the same country, I would have had a good relationship with you.”


  If only she had been born in Ishtalika. Or if Lily had been born in Heim.


  She liked being with her so much that she could not help but think about such hypotheticals.


  “By the way, it was a big day yesterday.”


  “Hmm? What?”


  “The crowds. Is this town always like that?”


  “Oh… Actually, it’s because Her Highness the Second Princess and her family are here.”


  To be precise, the crown prince was also here, but she deliberately did not mention it.


  “Olivia-sama is in this town?”


  “Of course, you can’t see her.”


  “I know, I know. I was just… reminiscing about the old days.”


  “…Well, that’s why there are so many people here. There are a lot of noblemen here, so it’s a lot of work.”


  “Oh, so that’s how I met the man from yesterday?”


  “The man from yesterday?”


  Since Lily is skilled in covert action, she might be able to tell her something. Thinking back to the robed man who had helped her find a place to stay yesterday, Elena asked if she knew anything about him.


  “I think he’s probably a nobleman or a wealthy man. The innkeeper was surprised, so I think he must be famous.”


  “Oh, yes… maybe.”


  “So if Lily knows who he is, I’d like to thank him.”


  “Ah… I couldn’t see his face, so I guess it’s hard to find him.”


  These were the only excuses she could come up with.


  She turned her head away, and her cheeks tightened at the inescapable fact.


  “But he had beautiful hair. …Yes, he had a clear and beautiful hair color, just like Olivia-sama’s.”


  “A-anyway, Elena-sama! It’s time to have lunch!”


  “What’s the matter with you…? Why are you being such a gluttonous person all of a sudden?”


  It would be bad to tell her that he is her daughter’s lover.


  It’s like having a troubling secret.


  At any rate, Lily has her work cut out for her. She continued to lead Elena around, laughing again and again at the astonishment on her face.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The days they spent together went by quickly.


  On the first day, they looked around from the shipyard to the military port. It was only natural that Elena was surprised and felt the difference in strength.


  On the second day, Lily continued to lead Elena on a tour of some of the facilities in Magna. When Elena returned to the inn after dark, she filled up a sheet of paper with the information she had learned.


  On the way, she also asked Lily about Krone.


  She wanted to know how she and her father-in-law were doing, but all she could hear was that they seemed happy. It was a shame that she didn’t know what kind of life they were having.


   


  Elena let out a sigh… and looked out at the gently swaying sea.


  Soon she will be on her way back to Heim.


  However, since she will be returning via Euro, she will not be able to return directly to Rockdam or even the port town of Roundheart as she did when she arrived.


  But unlike the outbound trip, the ship was first class.


  “This is going to be a nice trip.”


  She said, looking at the ship docked at the pier.


  The ship was small compared to a battleship but still huge for Elena, a person from Heim.


  “Elena-sama! Are you ready?”


  Lily, who had been moving forward to check the ship, called out.


  “Yes, I’m fine!”


  As she replied and hurriedly rushed over, a horn sounded from the ship. The sound was as loud as the size of the ship, signaling that the ship was about to sail.


  “This is a bit of trivia, but our ship has two different types of horn. The sounds are different.”


  Lily put her face close to Elena’s ear and said.


  “One is for sailing──”


  “And the other one?”


  “──Is the sound of heading to the battlefield.”


  But Elena was unfazed and said, “I’m glad it’s not the latter,” as if she had no choice.


  “You’re boring. Oh, I’ve already loaded your luggage in your room!”


  “Thank you. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me, even though we’re enemies.”


  “I wish we weren’t enemies, though.”


  “Personally, I think you’re a good friend.”


  “Geez! What’s the point if you’re not going to be on our side?”


  Elena couldn’t help but nod back at that wish.


  “So! Are you going to tell the princes what you know?”


  “Of course I will. I’ll be punished if I don’t tell them.”


  “…Well, that’s the way it’s going to be.”


  “What, you’re not satisfied?”


  She couldn’t read Lily’s emotions in front of her. It was hard to describe the expression on her face, which seemed to be both disgruntled and sad.


  “It’s just that I’m personally disappointed that it turned out as expected.”


  ──As expected? Elena pretended not to hear the words she would normally ask without listening.


  “It looks like the ship is about to sail. Are you sure you haven’t forgotten anything?”


  “I’ve already checked everything; it’s fine.”


  “Fufufu. I’m glad to hear that.”


  The slowly approaching goodbye left a little silence between them. The sound of the waves lapping at the pier. The people walking in the area sounded louder than usual.


  Well, she regretted her departure, but she couldn’t stay like this forever.


  Then ── Elena said as she walked away.


  “It was good to see you again. I too… sincerely hope to see you again.”


  Then Elena put her foot on the ramp.


  “Elena-sama. From the moment you board that ship, arrive and disembark, you will be a clear enemy. If I am ordered to do so, I must cut off your head.”


  It’s obvious. On the contrary, she was still being let off the hook, so she couldn’t complain.


  “So this ship and the ramp are the borders?”


  “That’s what I meant.”


  Lily was hoping that Elena would stop after hearing what she had just said.


  “But you know, that was a little late for that. Thank you for letting me go this far.”


  Elena, in front of her, stepped forward again.


  “You’ve been stubborn to no end, haven’t you?”


  Lily’s tone hardened.


  “I am glad that you enjoyed your visit to Ishtalika. Although I am acting as a representative, I can assure you of a pleasant trip in the name of Prime Minister Warren.”


  “…..Yes, thank you.”


  Eventually, she reached the end of the ramp. Soon after, the ship released the ropes that had been tying it to the pier.


   


  When Elena was no longer in sight, Lily muttered to herself in frustration.


  “I was hoping she would give up.”


  Then Lily thought about Warren’s intentions. She thought back to what had happened the other day when she had reported that she had found Elena.


  “There was no contact, but perhaps Elena might be a guest.”


  “Y-yes?”


  She thought about what he was going to say, but once again, it was an outlandish story.


  “If that’s the case, we should give her a warm welcome. We can’t show her the sensitive parts, but we can show her the ship and some of the facilities.”


  At the time, Warren spoke without hesitation, as if he had been thinking about it all along.


  “Normally, I would want to capture her as a heavy figure of the enemy nation. However, she is also Lady Krone’s mother, so let’s not use violent means.”


  “…It’s a pretext, isn’t it?”


  “Well, I have no idea what you’re talking about. But ── I’ll leave it to Lily to guide her. Keep an eye on her.”


  Of course, Warren had his own plans.


  Good grief, she said, as she decided to stop thinking about it and looked at the ship.


  “If Elena-sama does not report the knowledge she has gained on this trip, she will be labeled as a traitor. So she will certainly report without lying.”


  That’s not all. When she found out about Ishtalika’s strength, she would certainly advise them to settle the matter peacefully.


  “But if she does that, the prince might get angry and treat Elena-sama coldly.”


  No matter how it turns out, he will bring her to the meeting, but Tigre will not be satisfied.


  According to Warren, the only person in Heim who is troublesome is Elena. Therefore, it would be better if she was given unkind treatment.


  It was a move typical of Warren, who never let his guard down in the slightest. However, there was one thing Lily could not understand.


  “Hmm… If he’s wary of Elena-sama, I think it would have been best to capture her.”


  He may have chosen not to provoke Heim inappropriately. Or maybe he had another idea in mind about what he was doing.


  “I don’t know what His Excellency is thinking… Good grief.”


  She hadn’t been told what the plot was. But it is certain that he is thinking about something.


  “Elena-sama, what you have seen is only a small part of Ishtalika. …I hope your head stays connected until the next time we meet.”


  With one last murmur, she disappeared into the shadows of the port town of Magna.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  “──I wonder what he’s thinking about.”


  As Elena was led into the guest room, she expected much the same thing that Lily had been thinking just a moment ago, and she was thinking about Warren, who was supposed to be in the distant capital.


  “I’ve been treated lightly. Does he really think… I’ve been rolled around in the palm of his hand?”


  It was all just to be expected. She had also given a lot of thought to it over time.


  “There is no comparison in war potential. That’s exactly what I’m talking about when I say there’s no comparison… but that doesn’t mean I’m going to lose.”


  Without the slightest bit of trepidation, she said strongly.


  “I’m not a weak woman ── Prime Minister Warren.”


   


  Chapter 7 – Her Family Name


  Several days have passed since the incident with the Ripple Tree.


  On this day, Ain took Dill and the royal knights to a facility in the harbor.


  “The parts that are made here are also brought in to the Tower of Wisdom in Ist──”


  As the guide explained, Ain stared at the scene of the work.


  With loupes on their eyes, the craftsmen made small parts by hand. They were incredibly dexterous, making parts so small you could barely see them if you squinted.


  “Dill, that is amazing.”


  “It’s truly craftsmanship. It’s a different kind of craftsmanship than that of Mouton, the blacksmith.”


  Dill, who was walking next to Ain, told him what he thought of the craftsman.


  “This is the section where His Majesty’s predecessor made a great investment. Thanks to him, it is still a great place for craftsmen to work.”


  That’s a good thing.


  When Ain heard about the measures left by his predecessor, he was determined to do his best.


  “I’ll have to learn from him. By the way, do merchants also come here to buy goods?”


  “As the Crown Prince said, merchants from all over the continent come here to buy… No, in fact, researchers from Ist sometimes come here as well.”


  “Heh… That’s great. It sounds like a great researcher to come and see for himself.”


  “That’s right. Actually, the group has been here for a few days now.”


  There was a rumor going around regarding this.


  The guide noticed the group’s presence nearby and turned his hand to inform Ain.


  “There’s a man here who’s famous among researchers.”


  Then the guide said, “That’s the man over there.”


  What did he look like?


  Ain was curious and turned his attention to him.


  “P-Professor Oz!”


  The person who was there was Oz, walking with several researchers. He was dressed in a pure white lab coat and seemed to be carefully inspecting the parts.


  “Oh, you know him?”


  “Y-yeah… I had business with him before.”


  “I see. As I recall, those people are returning to Ist this evening.”


  It’s probably a good thing that they met here.


  “Shall we go and say hello?”


  Dill nodded immediately at Ain’s suggestion.


  With his agreement, Ain moved forward in front of Oz.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  It was late afternoon, and Ain was visiting a harbor corner. However, it was not a simple corner. It was a kind of salon for those waiting for a ship, used by the nobility.


  They had rented out a room that was as high quality as a high-class inn.


  “Professor Oz, please have a seat.”


  “Well, well… thank you.”


  Ain sat down on the sofa and led Oz to the other side.


  Dill prepared a cup of tea for the two of them instead of a servant and took his place behind Ain.


  “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”


  “Yes. I never thought I would see you again… T-that’s right! I’m very sorry about last year’s incident with Baltic… I apologize for the inconvenience I caused you when I invited you.”


  “T-that’s not necessary! I really appreciated your letter…!”


  “I am glad to hear that. By the way, I’ve heard rumors about Your Highness, but you’ve really grown in size, and… your face has become much more dignified.”


  As a researcher, Ain’s body must be interesting to him. Oz also observed Ain’s limbs, blinking repeatedly, although not to the point of being rude.


  Well, it’s time to go.


  Ain cleared his throat lightly and straightened up.


  “Professor Oz was here to check the parts, right?”


  “Yes. In fact, I often visit craftsmen in this town to order parts for equipment used in my research.”


  “You come all the way here on your own?”


  “Hahaha… I’m often criticized for that, but that’s just my nature. It’s a habit of mine that I can’t feel safe unless I see it for myself.”


  Oz looked embarrassed as he said this.


  “I think that’s a very wonderful thought.”


  “Haha. If it’s a coincidence that I met Your Highness, then it was the right decision.”


  “But do you spend all your time immersed in research?”


  “When you put it that way, yes, I do. I guess it’s a combination of hobby and business.”


  “I see… A hobby, huh?”


  Oz gave off the vibe that he was really enjoying his research.


  This is something Ain felt for some time, but for Oz, doing research is part of the joy of living.


  “Speaking of hobbies, I actually have a secret hobby.”


  “I’m curious when you say secret…”


  “It’s nothing serious. I just like to look up old stories.”


  “Oh… I don’t know many old tales, so I’m a little curious.”


  “Well, since you’re here, may I tell you something?”


  He had plenty of time, and there was no reason to refuse.


  It’s not a social call that Ain said he was interested in the first place, he meant it.


  He raised the corner of his mouth, nodded heavily, asking Oz to proceed.


  “Then… this is an old, old story.”


  And so the old story by Oz began.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  In a certain place, there was a tribe, and in the tribe, there was a woman called the chief.


  The chief had three excellent subordinates.


  One was an intellectual man, and another was an expert spearman. And the last one was a brilliant military strategist.


  The intellectual man loved his father. He loved him so much that he wanted to take him away from his mother.


  The master spearman loved to act. He loved to blend into the story, to become the character.


  The last man, who was like a military strategist, loved to read books. He often took his childhood friend, a woman, with him to read books.


  The chief traveled the world with these three reliable men.


  But after a while, they found a country nearby where the bad guys were gathering.


  The chief bravely went to the land of the bad guys and fought hard to defeat them.


  ──And the chief did it.


  She took many races as her companions and defeated all the bad guys.


  But the chief doesn’t stop.


  She thought that there might be more of these bad guys on other continents. Considering this, the chief decided to go to another land.


  The chief thought that her three subordinates would come with her, but ── that’s not happening.


  Two of them decided to leave the chief’s side and stay in the land. The two that left the chief were the intellectual man and the military man.


  The intellectual man decided that since his father was staying, he would stay too.


  But the man who was a military strategist was different.


  He had fallen in love. He had fallen in love with the queen of the race he had helped in the battle.


  Of course, the love was never fulfilled.


  But he decided to stay close to the queen and watch over her.


  But there was another tragic love. It was his childhood friend.


  It is said that she never left his side, even though she knew her love would never come true.


  After that, the chief crossed the sea, and the intellectual man continued his research.


  The man who had fallen in love was ready to give his life to the country to support the queen.


  …In the end, he nursed her through tears as she passed away.


  He still remains in that country and watches over the country’s future.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  ──It wasn’t a long story, but for some reason, Ain had a strong feeling that came over him.


  The old stories nowadays have no dramatic ending. But somehow, it shook him so strongly that he forgot to blink and just listened.


  “Thank you for your attention.”


  “It was a story that touched my heart. Unlike most stories, it didn’t have any dramatic ending, but it was still an interesting old tale.”


  “Haha… that’s how some old stories go. ──Oh?”


  After saying this, Oz turned his attention to the clock in the room.


  “I apologize. The time seemed to fly by.”


  “Could it be?”


  “Yes, I’m afraid I must return to the inn.”


  “Is… that so?”


  Ain cast his eyes down in disappointment. Then he quickly stood up and added his pleasure at today’s encounter.


  “It was a pleasure to meet you today. I’m looking forward to seeing you again.”


  “Me too. It was truly an honor to meet you today. I will continue to work on my research for the day when I will be able to see Your Highness again.”


  The two men exchanged a few words and then shook hands firmly.


  “I will escort you out.”


  “N-no, no, no! Your Highness must not do such a thing!”


  “But…”


  “But your kindness makes me very happy.”


  With that, Oz hurried to the door.


  “Goodbye, Your Highness. I hope to see you again soon.”


  He bowed deeply for the last time and left Ain and Dill.


  After seeing him off in the room, Ain sat back down on the sofa and sipped the remaining tea. He closed his eyes and ruminated on the old story he had just heard.


  (…I wonder why.)


  Why is it so hard to get it out of his head? He didn’t know why and remained silent for a while after drinking his tea.


   


  

  


   


  This evening, Ain finished his work in his bedroom. Suddenly, he remembered something that he had to check.


  “…Oh, I forgot so many things.”


  It wasn’t a coincidence that he remembered. It was because he had met Oz today and had mentioned about Baltic.


  Ain said, “Well,” and stood up from his chair. He left his desk and slipped out of the bedroom.


  “Ain-sama. What can I do for you?”


  Martha was the one who called out to him. She seemed to have just left Olivia’s room and carried an empty tea set. Olivia was apparently still awake.


  “I wanted to ask Mother if she’s still awake?”


  “Yes, she hasn’t gone to bed yet.”


  “That’s good to know. I’ll get right on──”


  “Wait a minute. Actually, we just received a message for you from the royal capital.”


  “…For me?”


  “Yes. Lady Krone and Chris-sama will be arriving the morning after tomorrow.”


  “Does that mean they’re feeling better now?”


  “It seems so. I’m relieved, too.”


  Ain smiled and patted his chest. He could see their faces and hear their voices after a long time.


  It had been less than a month since they had been absent, but Ain felt as if he hadn’t seen them in years.


  He wondered if it would be the day after tomorrow. It was not unreasonable for him to be excited with anticipation.


  “I’m looking forward to it.”


  “Yes. But please be careful that you don’t collapse from too much fun, Ain-sama.”


  Martha laughed and joked with him, but he assured her that he was fine and left her.


  He then walked back to Olivia’s room.


  “Mother, are you still awake?”


  Martha said she was awake, but he asked just to be sure.


  The reply came quickly from inside.


  “I’m awake, you can come inside.”


  Hearing the reply, Ain opened the door.


  Inside was Olivia, dressed in her usual revealing negligee. He approached her, taking care not to look at her as much as possible.


  “What’s the matter? Did you want me to sleep with you because you couldn’t sleep? If so, you can come over anytime, you know?”


  “…I’ll think about it in the future. I came here today because I wanted to ask you something.”


  It’s about the tombstone he saw in the Demon Lord’s castle.”


  “Is Chris’s family name an ancient one?”


  It would be normal to be puzzled by such a question out of the blue. As expected, Olivia, in front of him, had a puzzled look on her face.


  “It’s a little difficult to talk with you while standing there, so come here.”


  “Oh, yes.”


  At her invitation, Ain went to the sofa where Olivia was sitting. He tried to sit directly across from her, but she told him not to sit there, so he ended up sitting next to her.


  “I was surprised by the suddenness of it.”


  “No, it’s just that… I’m kind of curious.”


  “It’s okay. But I don’t know much about it, so I don’t know if… I have the answers that Ain wants.”


  “No problem! I’d appreciate it if I could get some answers!”


  Olivia then puts her hand over her mouth and starts thinking.


  The way she crossed her legs was troubling, as was how she dressed. Olivia was just thinking, but why did she have to look so glamorous?


  “It’s not that she is an Elven noblewoman. Chris said the family name has been used for a long time.”


  ──I see, from long ago. He could not help wondering how long ago that was.


  “The only thing you know is that it’s an old name?”


  “Yes… That’s all I know, even Chris herself only knows that.”


  “Have you ever heard if there is a branch family?”


  “Unfortunately, I’ve never heard of that either. ──Oh, but if it’s about Chris herself, I have everything from embarrassing stories to black history.”


  That’s very interesting. This was Ain’s true opinion.


  He couldn’t help wondering what Chris’s black history was, but he resolutely succeeded in suppressing his true feelings.


  “The only other thing I know is that Chris has blood other than Elf.”


  “──Eh?”


  “I heard that she has Pixie blood among the Elf race. So Chris has both Elf and Pixie’s blood flowing in her body. She seemed to be happy about it and told me about it happily before.”


  Ain can imagine how happy she’d be, but his attention is not on that right now.


  In fact, he’s starting to feel that too much connectivity is a bad development.


  “H-heh… So that’s what happened.”


  He didn’t have the courage to ask anymore. He decided to ask Chris herself about the rest the day after tomorrow.


  She didn’t seem to know much about it, but he hoped she might know.


  “I apologize for coming so suddenly.”


  “No, it’s fine. As I said before, Ain can come over any time he wants.”


  The aura that made Ain want to indulge himself with her made him flinch.


  “I don’t think I’ll be able to stop myself from getting spoiled, so I’ll hold back.”


  “Ara… When you say it like that, it makes me think that you want me to push you further.”


  “That’s not what I meant!”


  If she pushes him, he’ll lose rather quickly.


  That’s how great Olivia’s feminine receptiveness was.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  As Martha had said, Krone and Chris arrived two mornings later.


  As soon as they saw Ain, the first thing they did was to apologize.


  They bowed deeply, saying that they, the assistant and guard, hadn’t been feeling well, but there was no one to blame for the incident.


  Ain replied, “Don’t worry about it, I’m glad you’re both feeling better.”


  Then he continued.


  “I don’t think we should talk here, so let’s go inside.”


  He took the girls to the hall of the villa.


  The three of them enjoyed chatting as if they were making up for the lost time. They reported to each other about their recent activities and laughed, losing track of time.


  Suddenly, Krone remembered something.


  “What’s going on all of a sudden?”


  “By the way, the fruit that Chris-san and I ate was from──”


  “Oh, you mean the big ripple?”


  “Yes. All I’ve heard about it is… that Ain made the tree bigger, which doesn’t make any sense at all. What’s really going on?”


  “There’s no other explanation… I mean, you both ate it.”


  “We did! It was so good, I felt better right away.”


  But there is really no more information than that.


  If he had to say anything, it would be that Ain talked to the sapling, but he didn’t do anything special.


  It might have something to do with the Demon King, but he couldn’t tell them that.


  “It seems to have grown when I talked to it.”


  “…..Well, it’s Ain we’re talking about, after all.”


  Krone said with resignation.


  “How is that enough to convince you…?”


  “Fufu, it’s fine. Even Laralua-sama said it was delicious.”


  The door to the hall opened as Ain smiled.


  “I have brought you some more tea.”


  Martha walked in.


  She came to Ain’s side and began to brew tea with her experienced hands.


  “Martha-san, it seems that a lot has happened in the capital.”


  “It seems so. I also heard from Katima-sama.”


  “Eh, from Katima-san?”


  Then Chris turned her head away.


  Upon looking closer, you can see that her expression is frozen, and she is blinking rapidly and repeatedly.


  In addition, she started whistling a lousy whistle that made no sound.


  “I won’t say who it was, but there was a knight who said, ‘I’m fine already, so I’m heading to Magna now!'”


  Suddenly, the light disappeared from Chris’s eyes.


  Her cheeks gradually flushed; she put down the cup of tea and put her hands on her cheeks to hide her face. She laid down on the couch and buried her face deep in her hands.
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  “What happened then?”


  “Of course, she was readmitted to her room. But that’s just the beginning.”


  There was a fluttering sound!


  Chris moved his legs as if she was resisting something.


  “She opened the window to get some fresh air and almost jumped out the window. She even tried to hide under the bed to get past the guards. Incidentally, Katima-sama’s advice has stopped all of this.”


  “───I wonder why it was so quick to be noticed, so it’s because Katima-sama suggested it, huh!”


  Ain thought he shouldn’t have reacted.


  Chris looked up, and her face was red with embarrassment.


  “Chris, Martha-san didn’t say anything about Chris.”


  “…No, I heard about it too!”


  “Well. I heard that Chri, I mean the knight ── who had gradually run out of excuses, finally said this.”


  Ain was curious about what she did and how she did it but was taken aback when she heard her excuse.


  “I forgot something at Magna! Don’t worry, I’ll get it right away.”… that’s what she said.”


  The hall was filled with silence.


  Poof… Everyone was speechless, except for Chris, who was exchanging glances. Apparently, this was new to Krone as well. As expected, she couldn’t seem to follow up on any of it, so she smiled in trouble and seemed to be struggling to choose the right words.


  Standing up, Ain went and sat down next to Chris and put his hand on her shoulder.


  “I want to appreciate your hard work, so… thanks for that.”


  “The last thing they used was Katima-sama’s special paralyzing potion. It has no effect on the human body, and since it has no taste, they mixed it with food to take away her freedom.”


  “So that’s why my body was so heavy!”


  Finally, the one who tried to escape confessed.


  “Mmm… if only my resistance were a little higher.”


  “Katima-sama said that even wyverns can’t resist it! That’s what she said…”


  “Oh, I’m not very good with drugs. Even though Elves are a race with high resistance to drugs.”


  It was convenient that the word had come up here.


  He felt sorry for Chris for embarrassing her, and he remembered the conversation he had had with Olivia the other night.


  “I know it’s sudden, but is Chris’s family name, Wernstein, an old family name?”


  Thanks to Olivia, he was able to ask her naturally.


  “Mm, mm… about my family name?”


  What are you going to do by asking that? Chris made a face like that, but it was none other than Ain who had asked her. There was no way Chris wouldn’t answer.


  “I don’t know much about it either. But it’s an old family, that’s for sure. We’re not noblemen, though.”


  “But?”


  “Wernstein was originally the name of an old Pixie family.”


  “…So, if I look very carefully, I might be able to find a Pixie with the same name?”


  “Unfortunately, I don’t think so. From what I’ve heard, Pixies don’t really have family names.”


  “H-heh…”


  He gave a dry reply.


  While he listened to Chris’s words, he turned his attention to the magic stone in his body. He thought about Misty and Ramza, whom he had met in the spirit world the other day, and hoped that they would give him some answers.


  There was no sign of a reply, and Ain pondered long about what to do. 


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  At night, Krone comes to Ain, who is doing some chores. He wondered what was going on, but he found that she held a letter Warren had authorized.


  “Is it from Warren-san?”


  “Yes. It’s a little long, so I can summarize it for you.”


  “Oh… yes. If Krone has already checked it, then let’s do that.”


  When Krone heard those words, she straightened up. She calmly looked at Ain and began to talk in a gentle tone.


  “The meeting with Heim has been officially decided.”


  “──Does that mean they’ve already agreed to it?”


  “No. It’s just that we’ve set a specific date and time. But Heim has been pushing us to hurry up, so I don’t think they’ll refuse.”


  “So it’s in the summer?”


  “Yes, I think Heim would agree.”


  Since that letter, things have finally reached this point.


  At last, they could have a seat at the table to settle their differences.


  The corner of Ain’s mouth unconsciously relaxed.


  “You look like you’re having fun, Ain.”


  “Actually, a little.”


  The two people laughing face to face were originally citizens of the Heim Kingdom. The two of them are now trying to turn against Heim. And they are not just ordinary citizens. One is the crown prince, and the other is his assistant.


  “But is Krone okay? I believe the third prince will be there.”


  “Right… I need to remember his face, just in case.”


  It’s a terrible thing to say.


  “N-no, you don’t have to look like that!”


  “I’m sorry. But you’ve both grown up together, and you don’t know his face?”


  “…No? I didn’t remember his face from when I was in Heim. In fact, I don’t even remember the details of people I meet at parties. I wasn’t even interested in them ── Oh, I’m fine now that I’m in Ishtalika. I’ve got a job, and the people are nice…!”


  Ain smiled, amused by the flustered look on Krone’s face.


  “I understand. Nothing to worry about.”


  “Y-yes. …That would be great.”


  She played with the ends of her hair with her fingers, trying to hide her panic. Her cheeks were slightly flushed.


  Not going to give her a helping hand, Ain asked one thing that was bothering him.


  “I think Krone’s mother will be there. Are you okay with that?”


  “I’m fine. I was born in the belly of a woman named Elena, but she is not my ally now. My ally is Ishtalika, and the only person I follow is you, Ain…”


  Krone stares at Ain with heat in her strong eyes.


  As always, she has beautiful eyes with dignity and strength.


  “But you know, it’s not me that your mother has to deal with.”


  “Oh, I see. If you say so, the representative of the civil service in Ishtalika is──”


  The Prime Minister, Warren ── is the only civilian representative who can represent Ishtalika.


  Sometimes, he has a good-natured smile, and other times, his eyes are as sharp as blades. And sometimes, he is a man who completely controls the flow of the conversation, as if he sees through everything.


  “I have a feeling that if we leave it to Warren-san, everything will be fine.”


  “Fufu… I think so too.”


  “In the meantime, personally, I’m wondering what Heim will want from us.”


  Originally, Heim was asking for information about Krone and Graff.


  “If Krone comes to the stage for the meeting, it’s as if the other side’s demands have been met.”


  This made him wonder about the meaning of the talks.


  “I don’t think it will come to that conclusion straight away. Heim thinks I’ve been kidnapped by Ishtalika.”


  “But I’m sure Warren-san will dismiss it out of hand.”


  “Of course.”


  He talks as if it were a matter of course, but Ain’s doubts remain unanswered.


  “I think it’s a little confusing because there are so many different agendas at play. What constitutes a victory for Ishtalika, Heim, myself, grandfather, Warren-san, and… everyone else seems to be a little different.”


  After saying this, Krone slipped a pen into a piece of paper close at hand.


  “What Ishtalika wants is a clear apology and a formal break in diplomatic relations. Besides, I’m sure Ishtalika will tell them to stay out of the matter with Euro.”


  This includes what Tigre did.


  “Heim will probably ask for me and my grandfather back. But if Ishtalika agrees to that, they will admit that they did the kidnapping…”


  “Oh, so we’re asked to make reparations, including money?”


  “So we can’t admit it. There was no kidnapping in the first place.”


  The other side is the one who broke the secret agreement, so they should not think so highly of themselves. But it’s obvious that they’re going to reopen it when they say it, and no one is going to say anything pointless.


  “What about Ain? Is there anything you’d like to ask Heim?”


  “…No, I wouldn’t mind if we could break the ties.”


  And don’t mess with Krone, he thought.


  “The next one. I think Warren-sama has more on his mind than just his purpose as an Ishtalika. He may be demanding something harsh… or he may be trying to get some excuse to make it easier for Ishtalika to move in the event of an emergency, even with the word of His Majesty the First.”


  “That’s likely.”


  “Also, the third prince over there, I think he just wants… me.”


  “So he doesn’t care about the rest as long as Krone comes back?”


  “Yes… I think so, despite myself.”


  The prince can’t say no, and that’s typical of him.


  No matter what, Krone has no intention of returning, and Ain has no intention of letting her go either. The third prince, Tigre, will never be able to fulfill his wishes.


  “And then there’s my mother.”


  “──Elena-san?”


  “Yes. I think my mother also has some purpose. To be honest, I think she understands that whatever Heim is looking for now will never come true. Then my mother must have a different purpose and a different idea of what the princes are looking for.”


  “…I don’t know much about her, but what kind of a person is she?”


  “She is very intelligent. At least there was no one who could beat my mother in Heim, and I don’t think there is anyone else in any other country.”


  The two generals, Logas and Elena, are the country’s pride.


  However, when it comes to a verbal battle, there are times when Elena’s personal strength can be used to fight, and thus Warren should not let his guard down.


  (Now──)


  What kind of meeting will it be?


  Along with the feeling of enjoyment, a certain amount of tension began to dwell in their hearts.


   


  Chapter 8 – On The Prepared Stage


  Heim, it’s past spring and into early summer.


  It was on a certain evening.


  Shannon, who is Grint’s fiancee, was visiting Roundheart’s mansion in Heim’s royal capital.


  “Thank you very much for your time today.”


  She bowed to Grint. Her proud red hair spread out and caught Grint’s gaze.


  “I’m the one who wanted to be with Shannon! Don’t worry about it!”


  “Fufu, I’m so happy.”


  Just before leaving the mansion and getting into the carriage that was waiting outside, Shannon suddenly stopped and turned to look at Grint. When Grint wondered what was wrong, she closed the distance and asked in a reminiscent tone.


  “I was told you have an early start tomorrow morning.”


  “Oh. Yes, it’s a hassle, but I have to go to Euro. It should be our last exchange before the meeting with Ishtalika ── Right, I will buy you some souvenirs. What would you like?”


  “Souvenir… isn’t it?”


  “Yeah, whatever you want.”


  “May I ask you to leave a message for someone? I have an old acquaintance in Euro. I’ve asked him to do some work for my family, and I’m going to ask him to do it again.”


  “Oh, I see. In that case, leave it to me.”


  “Well, thank you very much.”


  “All right. So, who do you want me to send the message to?”


  “…You know, the one Grint-sama knows so well.”


  “Someone I know…?”


  Shannon gave a slight smile as she watched Grint think with his hand on his forehead.


  “I want you to tell him that we need to get ready for a new stage.”


  She said, bringing her face close to Grint’s ear.


   


  ──The following day.


  Shortly after Grint departed for Euro, the port town of Roundheart was even more crowded than usual.


  There was a royal family member who had come with several knights. He had come to check the preparations with his own eyes before the imminent departure.


  “How is the situation, Your Highness?”


  “…Oh! It’s you, Logas!”


  “The sound of the sea birds is soothing. They seem to be celebrating the outcome of our mission.”


  “Yeah, let’s let that soothe us for now.”


  Although not visible from the harbor, there was an island beyond the horizon that would be used for the meeting.


  The two of them stood shoulder to shoulder and looked in that direction.


  They were overcome with emotion. Tigre’s voice trembled with joy as he said this.


  “It’s been a really long road to get here ── Now, as soon as Grint returns, we’ll start preparing to leave.”


  He was suddenly concerned when he finished.


  “But then, Logas. I’ve heard that your son and wife are also coming.”


  “Your Highness. You forgot to add ‘former’.”


  “That’s right. Doesn’t that bother you?”


  “Not at all, I’m afraid. However, I am a great general of the glorious Heim Kingdom. No matter what time of day it is, I will never forget the passion and pride that flows through my body.”


  “That’s very encouraging.”


  Tigre seemed to be in a better mood than usual today.


  Even as this goes on, the number of ships is gradually increasing.


  “It’s going to be a very large group.”


  “Yeah, we’ve hired a lot of adventurers. And this is why I find the sea route so troublesome and costly.”


  “We have a lot of knights on the way. …From the royal family were His Majesty the King, Your Highness Tigre. And the first prince as well?”


  “Yes. And then there’s Elena and the others.”


  “All of our major figures are present.”


  “Right? Even if it’s against Ishtalika, we’re not going to be defeated.”


  Logas nodded.


  He thought that since they have such a great lineup of talented people, they could compete with Ishtalika. In fact, he thought that they could advance the talks to an advantage.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Beyond the horizon that Logas was looking at, the proud fleet of Ishtalika was lined up. It was the uninhabited island that Sylvird had mentioned before. The island was no longer uninhabited, and the road to the center of the island had been built. There are also simple ports on the west and east sides of the island. These were built to be close to each other.


   


  Inside the fleet on the west side of the island.


  The White King anchored in the center. And to the right was Princess Katima docked, and to the left was Princess Olivia. Surrounded by the most advanced battleships, they created a spectacular sight not normally seen.


  By the way, Ain had come to this island aboard Princess Olivia.


  He has just disembarked and is in the middle of watching the Sea Dragon twins approaching the harbor.


  “…You guys have really grown up.”


  “Kyururu!”


  “Gyau! Gyau!”


  The twins were exposing the huge body parts that had grown much bigger than before.


  They were already more than 30 meters long. It seems that Katima is still feeding them magic stones, and their bodies continue to grow day by day. The younger brother, El, is in the process of changing its voice, and it may not be long before it becomes the size of the Sea Dragon that Ain fought.


  “They are very reliable, aren’t they?”


  Krone said, coming next to Ain.


  “Yes. I think grandfather’s suggestion was not a bad one.”


  The reason the twins were here was a last-minute suggestion by Sylvird.


  When they left the royal capital, the twins did not leave Princess Olivia that Ain was on. They had no choice but to set sail, but the situation remained the same, and the fleet anchored at sea.


  Then Sylvird said, “Just take them with you now,” and brought them along as an escort.


  There is a question about whether the current force would need an escort. However, there’s nothing better than having a lot of strength.


  “Ah, Ain-sama! I didn’t know you were here!”


  “Hey, Chris.”


  “Sorry for the suddenness. His Majesty wanted to have a word with you. He’s waiting for you in a building in the middle of the island!”


  “I understand. Let’s go──”


  “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be waiting for you at Olivia-sama’s.”


  After watching Krone return to the ship, Ain walked off with Chris. They were headed for the center of the island, where a dense forest spread out like a jungle. The path was well maintained now, so it wasn’t too difficult to walk.


  It was like taking an elegant walk in the jungle.


  “Thanks to the presence of the twins, we didn’t cross paths with any small monsters.”


  “They seem to be the masters of the nearby sea.”


  “Fufu, it seems so. Oh, please let me know if you need anything. We have a lot of battleships, and if you order it, we will annihilate any port town.”


  “…I won’t give you any order like that, okay?”


  It’s easy to understand why she limited it to port towns. This is because Chris hates Heim more than anything else.


  “Rather than increase the troublesome fate of such a thing, it is better to let’s do what we want on this island.”


  “Ahaha… you beat me with pretty words.”


  “I think the words are gentle, but the content is harsh.”


  It’s easy to spend time on this island. The climate is not too hot even now in the summer, and the waves are calm and quiet. The terrain isn’t too rugged, so it’s perfect for use as a resort.


  “When things have settled down, why don’t we all come here for a visit?”


  Chris smiled happily at Ain’s suggestion and nodded.


  “──Is that the place?”


  A square with stone pavement came into view.


  At the back, there was another stone building. It had a triangular roof reminiscent of a temple and a series of thick columns. There was no door but rather a huge room inside.


  “I will go now.”


  “Take care. I’ll be waiting for you in the square.”


  Ain left Chris at this point and stepped into the building.
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  In the building, seats were set up on both sides.


  Just like the ports on the east and west sides, they represented the relationship between the two countries.


  Upon closer inspection, it seemed that there was another room behind the seats on either side. It must have been a waiting room or a resting room.


  Incidentally, Sylvird was sitting in the middle of the west side seats.


  “I apologize for keeping you waiting.”


  “Umu. Well, I don’t want you to stand there while we talk. You can sit next to me.”


  “If you’ll excuse me. …By the way, you’ve built quite a magnificent building.”


  “Wherever we are, we must behave as Ishtalika. We can’t let ourselves be degraded.”


  At best, it’s pride. At worst, it may be vanity.


  It depends on how one looks at it, but Ain had no objection regarding that opinion.


  “But I’m deeply moved. Finally, a meeting with them.”


  “…Right?”


  The thought of Logas, who was definitely coming, flashed through his mind.


  He wondered what emotions he would feel when he saw his face. He thought he’d blown his mind, but maybe his chest would beat uncomfortably ─── that’s what he thought.


  (That doesn’t scare me at all.)


  Maybe it was because he had grown up, but he didn’t have the slightest feeling of near-fear.


  “Oh, you’re as calm as Warren.”


  “Hmm, I don’t know. Do I look calm to you?”


  “You look as solid and unshakable as a huge rock.”


  Sylvird stroked Ain’s head gently as he said this.


  Although Ain’s body has grown a lot, Sylvird is still bigger than him.


  “G-Grandfather!”


  “Don’t be shy. You’re my grandson, no matter how big you become.”


  “…Please don’t do this when you’re already fifty or so.”


  “I’m sorry, but as long as I’m alive, I have no intention of enduring anything.”


  The two of them enjoying a peaceful time heard the sound of a door opening with a click──


  “Hah… Why do I have to come too-nya.”


  Katima appeared from the room behind them.


  She was a little less energetic than usual, considering the angle of her tail, and her gait was heavier.


  “Father, it’s not too late-nya. …Can I go home, please-nya?”


  She turned her hopeful eyes to Sylvird and said that.


  “I have told you many times. I cannot allow it.”


  “W-why not-nya? I don’t see the point in me being here-nya!”


  Indeed, there is little point.


  Katima had no work to do since Warren and the others were in charge of the meeting. Her sister Olivia was the one who was involved in the secret talks, so Katima was sure that she didn’t need to be there.


  But still, it made sense for Katima to be brought along.


  “Why did you bring me here too-nya?”


  But then… she suddenly realized.


  “C-could it be? Did you need my genius brain-nya…?”


  She almost loosened her cheeks, thinking that she had no choice, but in fact, it was not the case.


  Ain knew the reason why Katima was brought here. Since Sylvird seemed uncomfortable talking about it, Ain exchanged glances with Sylvird and indicated that he would speak.


  “Listen, Katima-san.”


  “You don’t have to tell everyone-nya. Geez, you’re nothing without me──”


  “Katima-san’s wisdom has indeed helped me in the past, but not today. …Because, you know, if there is no one to stop Katima-san, it’s kind of dangerous.”


  “Nya… nyaaa…?”


  “It seems that letting you go unchecked is too dangerous…”


  Currently, there is no one in the royal capital who can stop her. That’s why she was brought here, Ain said.


  “S-so that’s why I was brought here-nya…? You mean you want to chain me like a pet on a leash because you’re worried about me misbehaving-nya…?”


  “I don’t know if that’s a good analogy…”


  A few moments later, Katima fell to the floor like she was about to burst.


  “I’ve lost my strength-nya… Please take me to the ship-nya…”


  Sylvird’s head was in his hands as he saw that she did not look like a princess at all.


  He could take her with him later, but it would be unacceptable to leave her sleeping here. As he looked around to see if there was anything he could do, he noticed Dill peeking at him from the back room.


  “Sorry, can you come over here?”


  Hearing the voice, Dill immediately ran over to him.


  “I apologize. I didn’t mean to peek at you, but I was wondering if something was wrong.”


  “Dill… I ask you with all the shame. I’m sorry, but I need you to take my daughter to her ship.”


  “Nyaaa… please-nyaaaa…”


  “H-how shall I get her there?”


  “It would be a joke if you tied her up or dragged her along ── but it would be good if you carried her on your back.”


  It is out of the question for a man to carry a princess before her marriage.


  However, no one in the room objected to the suggestion. On the contrary, Katima even raised her hand in response, saying it was a good idea.


  Katima, blushing with embarrassment, approached Dill.


  “…I’d rather you give me a piggyback ride-nya.”


  ──What the hell is this woman talking about?


  Finally, even Ain got a headache.


  “N-now, if you’ll excuse me.”


  “Oh… is just right-nya. Okay, please-nya.”


  “Understood… I’ll take you there.”


  Then Dill left the place with Katima on his back.


  This was the moment when it became clear that a handsome man like Dill would look good no matter what he did, but unfortunately, he would not look good carrying a bad cat on his back.


  “Let’s entrust Katima to Dill in case of emergency.”


  It sounded like a good idea, but Ain’s reply was obvious.


  “I don’t think it’s right to say “entrust” when you mean “force”.”


  “…I suppose you’re right.”


  Dill walked slowly in front of Sylvird’s gaze, who muttered forcefully. He was tormented by an indescribable emotion when he saw his daughter wagging her tail in a good mood as she was carried on a man’s back.


   


  

  


   


  According to the previous report, Heim’s group would be arriving soon.


  As reported, Ain, who had arrived a few days earlier, said, “Ah…” and noticed the approaching fleet.


  He was standing near the front of Princess Olivia, taking in the sea breeze as he watched.


  Of course, he would not go out of his way to get in front of Heim’s group. He didn’t want to talk to them or see them until the day of the meeting, so he just stared at them.


   


  More than ten minutes had passed.


  Heim’s fleet finally docked, and people were gradually coming down.


  “──There he is.”


  Even from a distance, he could tell immediately.


  He noticed that Logas appeared looking the same as before and that Grint had become more mature than when they had met back in Euro.


  As they got off the ship, a young man dressed in luxurious clothes soon appeared behind them.


  The young man with blond hair and a well-defined face is a man that Ain had also seen before.


  “The Third Prince… Tigre.”


  He walked out with Logas and Grint in tow.


  After checking out the harbor, they began to look at the Ishtalika battleships lined up directly across from them. They seem to be talking about something, but as expected ── it is hard to hear at this distance. When Ain listened closely, he could hear their conversation as if they were next to each other.


  The previous Ain could not have done this. Perhaps this has something to do with his growth as a Demon King.


  “Hmm…! They’re only big. They’re not much of a threat!”


  “You’re right! If you have the courage of Heim, that will not even be an obstacle!”


  After Tigre, Grint was the first to show his confidence. His gaze and gait are sluggish, but his tone of voice is strong.


  Perhaps because of the arrival of an unfamiliar ship, the Sea Dragon twins approached with interest.


  “Kyuru…?”


  “Gyauu…?”


  “H-hey! What the hell are those…?”


  “Kyu?”


  “Gyau, gyau…”


  The twins appeared on the water’s surface and raised their voices as if they were discussing something. They looked at each other at their own pace, completely unconcerned about Tigre’s anxiety.


  The Knights of Heim then stood in front of Tigre to protect him, albeit with fear.


  Logas stood at the very front, drew his sword, and held it ready.


  “Your Highness, please step back.”


  “U-umu! I will be counting on you!”


  ──But what a big monster. As Logas looked at the twins’ huge bodies, he tried to see how strong they were.


  However, the twins didn’t seem to do anything at all. When both sides were in a stalemate, a person from Ishtalika stepped in.


  “El, Al! His Highness is calling for you!”


  The owner of that voice was Dill, Ain’s personal bodyguard.


  “Kyuaa!?”


  “Gyauaa!”


  When the twins heard that voice, they dove into the water with great force.


  But when El surfaced once more.


  “…Peh!”


  As she left, she spat water at Heim’s ship.


  For the Heim’s people, it would have looked like a simple splash of water. But to Dill, it looked different.


  It was obvious that she spat on it…


  “I’m sorry for the inconvenience. The two of them are monsters raised by His Royal Highness the Crown Prince, and they are not harmful to people.”


  At this point, he pretended he hadn’t seen what El had done.


  Relieved to hear the explanation, Grint glared at Dill with hatred.


  “…Father, that is the man who I fought with back in Euro.”


  “Oh, so that’s the man called Dill.”


  Logas put his hand over his mouth and observed Dill’s figure.


  He had always been interested in the man who his son, who had never had a worthy opponent,was completely defeated by. Now that he had seen him, Logas was convinced that Dill was a strong man.


  “I will show you the facilities on the island. This way, please.”


  Dill continued on his way, unconcerned about Heim’s group’s agitation. Tigre, however, was offended by Dill’s lack of apology for the twins.


  “Wait. My father and brother haven’t come down yet.”


  He wondered if the king of Heim and the first prince, Layfon, were still on the ship.


  “You should guide those two who are still on the ship as well.”


  “After I’m done showing you around, perhaps the people of Heim themselves could show them around.”


  This is what it means to be helpless. Dill made no attempt to show any consideration for the situation.


  “Kuh…! Oh well! So, is the rude crown prince coming?”


  “I don’t know. There is no such thing as a rude crown prince in Ishtalika.”


  If it hadn’t been for the word “rude,” the answer would have been satisfactory.


  Apparently, Logas wanted a definite answer and let out a small sigh. Then he spoke to Dill on Tigre’s behalf.


  “I would like to ask you something, Dill-dono.”


  Dill stopped and looked back, unlike his reply to Tigre.


  For those around him, Dill appeared to be standing calmly, but inwardly, he was torn between his desire to curse and abuse Logas in front of him.


  “How can I help you?”


  “…May I?”


  “Go ahead. Do not hesitate.”


  “──Is it true that Olivia is here too?”


  “It is disrespectful to call her by her name. It would cause undue consternation for a nobleman to address Her Highness the Second Princess of our country in such a manner.”


  He responded with a firm attitude.


  “Oh, yes, you’re right. I apologize for my rudeness.”


  Logas apologized sincerely.


  If it were a matter of fact, that one apology would not be enough to make up for it. But considering the current situation, Dill also decided that it was best to hold back.


  But it was disappointing. Dill didn’t expect him to apologize so straightforwardly, and he was surprised inwardly.


  At the same time, he was relieved that Chris was not here. The moment Logas called Olivia’s name, she would have thrust her rapier at him with unbelievable speed.


  “To answer your question, Her Highness the Second Princess is also here.”


  “I see… Can I meet her?”


  “Obviously, that is not possible. Please understand.”


  “…Can’t you manage to convey a few words to her?”


  What exactly is he going to tell her now? Dill looked at Logas, who persisted, and thought.


  “It’s not something I can judge, at least not yet.”


  He was about to settle down and avoid saying anything.


  “Well, then Ain──.”


  It was then that Dill’s hand nearly reached for his sword.


  “──Mm!?”


  Logas also saw the action and immediately reached for his sword.


  Unconsciously, Dill regretted that he had almost grabbed the sword and dropped his face. He put his hand on his chest, scoffed at the fact that his heart was beating louder than he thought, and took a few deep breaths to calm himself down.


  “Logas-dono, Ain-sama is our crown prince. You are not allowed to call him by his name either. I’m sorry, but I will refrain from answering any further questions from you, Logas-dono.”


  This was for Dill’s self-preservation. He could not stop his hand from grabbing his sword in the face of any more disrespect.


  “……I will continue to guide you. This way, please.”


  In the end, Dill managed to regain his composure and took the group to the center of the island.


   


  ──Now, Ain has been watching what’s going on so far.


  “As I expected.”


  His cheeks twisted in anticipation of the turn of events. He rested his cheek on the railing and looked down at the surface of the sea.


  When he saw the faces of the twins who had just arrived, he was torn between wanting to reprimand El for her behavior and wanting to praise her for a well-done action.


  At any rate.


  “It’s going to be a troublesome meeting.”


  He looked up at the sky, wondering what would happen next.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  In the evening, Ain and Krone were walking away from the port.


  “Fufu… the breeze feels nice.”


  Krone’s hair swayed in the sea breeze. Now she is illuminated by the madder-red light reflected in the sea and is as beautiful as a scene in a famous painting.


  “Anyway… what happened to you to suddenly decide to walk outside?”


  “Well, I don’t know why.”


  It didn’t make much sense, but Ain tried to be slightly amused.


  “I have to face my mother too, you see. You were worried about me, weren’t you, Ain?”


  “I-if you knew, you don’t have to ask!”


  “Fufu, I’m sorry. I was just so happy.”


  Then she walked with her arms behind her back and looked up at the madder-red sky.


  “I thought I’d feel a little more reserved because we’re family. But it wasn’t.”


  “…..”


  “I guess I was already more of Ishtalika than I thought. Maybe I’m heartless; I don’t know. But the only thing I think about now is Ishtalika.”


  “Yeah, me too.”


  “I expected Ain to say the same.”


  Now it was almost indifference. But he could not always do so because of his troublesome relationship and Tigre’s insatiable desire for Krone.


  This is why Krone is getting tired of it.


  “The most troublesome thing is that the prince is here.”


  “Do you think he’ll say anything?”


  “Of course, he will. I think he’s going to say he will take me home. Warren-sama was also worried about this and said, ‘If there is any kidnapping or similar acts, we will destroy Heim before returning.'”


  It can’t be helped but to think of it as a way to get a little something for nothing.


  But with all the maritime forces here, it’s not surprising that they could do that. They can contact the home country on their way to the port town of Roundheart and call in their land forces as well.


  In the first place, with the current difference in strength, there is no way they can kidnap Krone and return to their homeland.


  “Hey, hey.”


  Suddenly, Krone approached Ain, trying to joke with him. She bent her body into a crooked shape and started walking happily.


  “Would you like to call me ‘my Krone’ during the meeting, as you did before?”


  “Kuh… w-what a nostalgic story.”


  “Don’t you want to do that?”


  She looked up at Ain with an upturned gaze.


  “…I-if there is a possibility, I might do that.”


  “Possibility? I’d be happier if you told me for sure.”


  Then Krone stopped right in front of Ain.


  She leaned her body against his chest and wrapped her hands around his back to keep him close.


  “Why don’t you tell me?”


  She repeated the same words again.


  The distance between them was closer than at any time before. It was as if they were sharing the sound of each other’s heartbeats rather than hearing each other’s breathing.


  “──Krone.”


  Ain spontaneously calls her name.


  He wrapped his hands around her back and gently pulled her into a hug. He didn’t feel embarrassed, he didn’t show any signs of dismay, and finally, he pulled her into a strong embrace. In the end, he hugged her tightly, as if this was a natural thing to do.


  “…Yes.”


  Krone insisted on puckering her lips and slowly closing her eyelids. Her glossy lips were tempting Ain to pull her closer.


  The distance between them ─── where they could see every single eyelash and their lips overlapped by a few more centimeters.


  ──It was supposed to be, but it was interrupted.


  At that moment, a voice they didn’t want to hear came into their ears.


  “What the heck is that Dill guy?”


  “Y-Your Highness! Please calm down…!”


  It was the voice of Tigre and Grint that came from a distance. The situation was so bad that Ain and Krone involuntarily stiffened their bodies.


  “I think this might be the first time I’ve ever felt like losing my temper like this.”


  Ain complained and lifted Krone up lightly.


  In the so-called princess carry position, he walked quickly toward the thick trees. If they found him here, there was no telling what they would say, and it would be too much trouble.


  Even though he had come for a walk out of concern, he regretted that he had been a bit rash.


  “Will it be okay here?”


  “…..Y-yeah.”


  After hiding behind a tree, he tried to put Krone down, but she had her hand around Ain’s neck.


  “I need you to be quiet for a moment.”


  He said this in close contact with her, and Krone’s body twitched.


  “I really don’t like the people of Ishtalika. The crown prince and the guards…”


  “You’re right.”


  Unaware that the crown prince was nearby, Tigre continued to complain.


  “And also the crown prince’s assistant!”


  Krone listens closely to the word “assistant.”


  “Did something happen to his assistant?”


  “What, you don’t remember? I’m talking about the assistant with the neat little handwriting. I hate everyone who has anything to do with the crown prince.”


  “I understand how you feel, Your Highness.”


  “…Hah, I guess it’s no use complaining.”


  Tigre didn’t seem to notice Ain and Krone hiding behind the trees.


  Eventually.


  “Let’s go back! We’re going to have a discussion in order to defeat them at the meeting!”


  “Y-yes!”


  The two of them came like a storm and left like a storm.


  Even though she was sure that they had left, Krone did not move from Ain’s side. She just kept breathing quietly on Ain’s chest.


  Soon, however, she rubs her face against his chest and then opens her mouth.


  “Hey, do you think my handwriting is weird?”


  “I think it’s beautiful, and Warren-san said so too.”


  “…Yeah, I know. I was assigned as a substitute writer, so I had to redo each letter several times to make sure I wrote it correctly.”


  As expected, Krone was annoyed by the insinuations that came from the interruption.


  “I told you he was a troublesome prince, but he’s one I never want to deal with again. …Ain, turn your cheek to me.”


  “My cheek?”


  He turned his cheek, wondering what it was.


  And then, Krone’s lips came right up to it──.


  It touched Ain’s cheek lightly.


  “Hmm…”


  This must have been something she could not compromise on.


  The atmosphere of a moment ago has disappeared, but she kissed Ain’s cheek. It was just a touch for a few seconds, but the warmth and touch on his cheek was not his imagination.


  “…..”


  Krone then buried her face in Ain’s neck.


  “I-I’ll hold off on this for now…!”


  Neither of them could get into the mood they were in a few minutes ago.


  So this is the limit. It’s not like the “Goddess Blessing” of the sea dragon incident, but the passionate feelings are even more intense.


  Ain felt so much love for Krone that he continued to hug her gently.


   


  Chapter 9 – Conference


  The following day.


  In the cloudy and dull weather, the two countries worked hard in the morning to prepare for the meeting.


  At a time when they would normally be enjoying lunch, Heim’s group stepped into a building in the center of the island.


  It seemed that Ishtalika’s group had not yet arrived.


  “I don’t like that we’re the first to arrive…”


  The man who just said this is Garland von Heim, the current king of Heim. He is not too tall or too short. But Ain is slightly taller than him.


  He wore a thick cloak made of gold thread and a gorgeous crown, and at a glance, one could see that he lived a glorious life. He rubbed his beard, which was the same color as his proud blond hair, and sat down haughtily.


  “Don’t you think so, Tigre?”


  “As you say, father.”


  When the two sat down, the three people who had accompanied them took their seats as well. They were Logas, Elena and Grint. After the five of them sat in a row, the knights who were counted among the elite of Heim lined up in a row.


  Everyone’s orderly standing gave off the strength of a knight.


   


  ──But it soon faded away.


  From the same entrance that Garland and the others came in, there appeared a group of knights who were more in line and more robust.


  “Finally.”


  Garland said, and Logas turned his attention to the people who had just appeared.


  “The royal knights of Ishtalika, huh?”


  “You’ve seen them before, father?”


  “No, I’ve never seen them before. But their movements are so refined. They are definitely not just ordinary knights. I believe Grint has seen one before.”


  “I have seen them at… Euro.”


  How brilliant of the enemy. Logas knew that Tigre and the others would disapprove of this, so he didn’t say anything even if he had thought about it.


  “Oh.”


  Garland’s eyes widened when he saw who had followed the knight.


  “That woman is good. Not bad.”


  He looked at Chris and raised the corner of his mouth. He gazed from her feet to her waist and then to her breasts and neck as if he were examining her, admiring her femininity.


  “I apologize for keeping you waiting.”


  Warren appeared in his usual tone.


  Garland asked Tigre.


  “Who is that man?”


  “That man is Warren, the Prime Minister of Ishtalika.”


  “Oh, that old man?”


  His father looked strangely confident, but Tigre’s inner thoughts were different.


  He remembered the bitter memory of the time he had met Warren in Euro. Not only had he been treated like a child, but he had also been humiliated by the resulting rage.


  It was an unpleasant memory for him to recall.


  “Your Majesty. This way, please.”


  “Umu.”


  Following Warren’s words, Sylvird appeared.


  Lloyd stood next to him, ready to draw his sword at any moment. Lloyd, unlike Logas, stayed behind Sylvird.


  “…So that’s the king of Ishtalika.”


  Tigre gulped, muttering quietly.


  Then they looked at each other unexpectedly.


  Tigre quickly averted his gaze, not being able to withstand the air of dominance. Needless to say, this was humiliating for him.


  Garland, who was sitting next to him, showed no sign of noticing the situation and opened his mouth when he saw Warren.


  “The crown prince is coming too, isn’t he?”


  “Yes. I believe he will arrive soon, so please wait a moment.”


  You’re making me wait a long time. Although he was dissatisfied, he didn’t say anything and waited quietly with a shrug of his shoulders.


  Of all the Heim people who were waiting, Elena had a particularly difficult feeling. The crown prince of Ishtalika was the man that Krone loved. Half of her heart wanted to see the person her daughter was in love with, and half of her mind couldn’t bear the thought of arguing with that person.


  “Elena-dono, what’s wrong?”


  Logas, sitting next to her, asked with concern.


  “No… it’s nothing. But you seem to be very calm, Logas-dono.”


  “I wonder. Maybe I’m not as calm as everyone thought.”


  It’s been a long time since he’s seen his son. So it’s not surprising that he feels this way.


  Elena had a slight smile on her face as she caught a glimpse of a side of General Logas that she had never seen before.


  ──The sound of walking in leather shoes could be heard.


  It was by no means for one person, and Elena immediately guessed why.


  “It seems that the crown prince and his assistant are here.”


  “Oh… it seems.”


  Many of Heim’s group complained about being kept waiting. However, rather than acting apologetic about it, some of the Ishtalikas smirked as if they were looking forward to what was to come.


  “Fufu.”


  Somehow, Lily was standing in front of the room behind Ishtalika’s seat. She looked at Elena and moved her lips to convey her words.


  “It’s a reunion with the person you were looking for,” she said.


  Warren’s voice reached Elena’s ears as she puzzled over the situation.


  “They have arrived. They are──.”


  A pair of a man and woman stepped into the building.


  The man carried a long sword at his waist and was dressed in the formal attire of the royal family of Ishtalika, which was based on white and silver. The women, on the other hand, were dressed in similar uniforms.


  “Our Royal Highness the Crown Prince and the Crown Prince’s assistant.”


  Warren grinned and introduced the two who had arrived.


  “…I am Ain von Ishtalika. The crown prince.”


  Before anyone else, it was Elena who was surprised.


  It was not the first time she had met the man who called himself the crown prince. He was the one who had introduced her to the inn when she had gone to Magna, hiding his true identity.


  Now she understood why her answer had been strangely unclear when she had asked Lily about him.


  At the same time, she understood the meaning of the word “reunion.” But that’s not all.


  When she saw Krone next to Ain, she couldn’t help but feel like she was about to burst into tears. It’s not only the fact that she has grown up to be beautiful and splendid but also the fact that she has become an assistant to the crown prince that makes her tremble with strong emotion.


  “…No way.”


  The next person to let his words out was Logas.


  This is because Ain’s appearance does not match the age of the Ain he knows. His face is still very youthful, but his body is inappropriate for his age.


  “Lies… why are you…?”


  Tigre stood up involuntarily and reached out his hand helplessly.


  Although not in response to him, Krone followed Ain and opened her mouth.


  “I am Krone August, a personal assistant to His Royal Highness the Crown Prince.”


  “Krone! W-why are you here…?”


  It may be commendable that he recognized her at a glance, even though it had been a long time since they had met.


  However, the reunion did not produce any emotion in Krone. She looked at Tigre calmly and said without any particular emotion.


  “I am His Highness the Crown Prince’s assistant. I see no inconvenience in me being here.”


  “What are you talking about…? You’ve been taken to Ishtalika──.”


  “I wasn’t kidnapped, so don’t worry about it.”


  After saying that, Krone urged Ain to take a seat.


  “Why are you here? You didn’t even contact me…!”


  “…Because I am the crown prince’s assistant. And if you want a letter, I have given you one.”


  Tigre felt better when he saw Krone smiling at him.


  However, he did not understand what she meant when she said she had sent him a letter, and the fact that she was sitting next to Ain had not changed one bit.


  “A letter?”


  “Yes. As you probably know, the letter you received from Ishtalika was written on my behalf.”


  When Tigre heard this, he was surprised. Krone indeed claimed to be the crown prince’s assistant. That means that the person who wrote the letter to Heim was the one who is here now.


  …And then he remembered what he had said.


  “That beautiful handwriting──.”


  After all this time, he would send his praise… for the beautiful handwriting.


  “You don’t have to worry about it. I overheard your conversation with the guards last night, and I know it made you uncomfortable. It was my fault for this.”


  After saying that much, Krone quickly averted his gaze from Tigre.


  It seems that Krone has no intention of answering anything that involves his personal feelings anymore.


  “I’m not lying, but I think you’re being overly aggressive.”


  “It’s just resentment for being interrupted.”


  Tigre, too, sat back in her seat and watched the two whispering to each other with powerless eyes.


  “…They’re watching us.”


  “It’s fine. I’ll get some cold medicine for it later.”


  “Cold medicine?”


  “Yeah, I’m feeling really cold today.”


  “…So that’s it.”


  In response to Krone’s dark joke, Ain turned his attention to Heim’s seat for a moment.


  He looked at Logas and Grint, who was sitting quietly and then gently put his hand on his chest. Fortunately, he was mentally calm.


  He could sort out his emotions better than he thought he could.


  “Ain-sama, Krone-san. Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine.”


  “I’m fine, too. I’m more at peace than I thought.”


  “Good. Take it easy, okay?”


  With that, both sides were now fully prepared. All that was left was to begin the meeting quietly.


  But.


  “Hahaha! There was no need to have this stupid meeting, was there?”


  Garland said with a high-pitched laugh.


  “What do you mean there was no need?”


  Warren asked.


  “It’s obvious. If that’s the woman my son is looking for, we no longer need to have a troublesome meeting. I had a few things I wanted to say to you, but as long as the trouble is over, we can just drop it for now.”


  “Fumu.”


  “Don’t just nod your head. Return that woman to us. Return the daughter of the Auguste family.”


  “Who is the Auguste family?”


  There was no signal for the meeting to begin. But Garland’s comments triggered a bleak meeting, just as Ain had predicted.


  “What a boring way to play dumb.”


  “Don’t say something different as playing dumb.”


  “Then what shall I say? As my son Tigre has noticed, the crown prince’s assistant is likely to be a member of the Auguste family.”


  “I beg your pardon. Was the person you were referring to the August family?”


  “…..I have no intention of engaging in this silly farce.”


  “I just wanted to get your exact words. Now.”


  Then Warren rubbed his beard and pretended to think.


  It irritated Garland immensely, even if it was only for a short time.


  “I have the utmost confidence in Krone-dono as a citizen and as a servant to the Crown Prince.”


  “So what?”


  “I want to make it very clear that I have no intention of letting her go.”


  “You mean my citizens?”


  “Yes, my citizens.”


  This man, Warren, does not seem to be willing to compromise.


  Garland understood this very well, but he had no intention of backing down.


  So what to do? He concluded that he would have to make some concessions in order to bring Krone back to Heim.


  The problem was Garland’s reluctance and whether Warren would agree.


  “I’ll pay you for what it has cost you.”


  He said.


  “Well, it looks like you’re playing dumb, too.”


  The unwanted words came back to him.


  “If you are going to pay her, then it is only logical that you compensate us for the damage we will suffer by giving her up.”


  “What do you mean, you only want money too?”


  “I am the Prime Minister. My heart is the balance of Ishtalika itself, and I have no objection to making a few sacrifices if it means wealth for our country.”


  “Hahaha! Okay, let’s hear it!


  I’ll give you enough money. The pragmatic words reveal a personality that ruthlessly emphasizes the importance of profit.


  Elena was angry with everyone who was trying to exchange her daughter for money. But at the same time, she looked at the group of Ishtalika, who was not the least bit upset, and carefully searched for their true intentions.


  “I calculated the influence of Krone until her death from old age and the influence that will remain after her death. After estimating all of this, we would like you to pay for thirty years of our national budget.”


  “…Are you kidding me?”


  As for the national budget of Ishtalika, even Elena had never heard of it.


  However, it can be predicted.


  It was undoubtedly a fact that the national budget is certainly ten times more than that of Heim, or even several dozen times more than that of Heim.


  “Are you trying to trick me?”


  “Playing tricks?”


  In all honesty, Warren’s request was unrealistic.


  “Incidentally, we know that Heim’s wealth will not cover it.”


  “If we raise the tax revenue──”


  “It would be impossible. Even if you gathered all the money in Heim, you still wouldn’t be able to pay for it.”


  Elena’s frustration subsided when she heard this.


  Warren had not lied when he had said that. After all, he had clearly stated just a moment ago that he had no intention of giving up Krone.


  The question of whether or not he could make the current payment was simply a story that Heim had played with.


  The proof.


  “I have no intention of accepting that deal in the first place, so I think we can let this conversation go.”


  “What do you mean you have no intention? What the hell are you talking about?”


  “King Garland asked me about the value of Krone-dono. That’s why I answered your question. I never said anything about agreeing to a deal.”


  “Don’t be a fool. Your heart is the balance of Ishtalika, isn’t it?”


  “Therefore, I have no intention of letting go of Krone-dono. Our country’s national budget of thirty years would be enough to buy your entire continent. But she’s worth more than your continent, that’s what I’m saying.”


  Warren’s opinion was consistent from the beginning.


  “And there is no way we would accept a deal with Heim.”


  Warren let out a big sigh and said.


  “Deals can only be made with trustworthy partners.”


  “What are you trying to say…? And what’s with that attitude of yours?”


  Tigre, who has been keeping his mouth shut until now, opened his mouth vigorously.


  “You don’t seem to have any interest in having a serious conversation after having set up this meeting. It looks as if you have no intention of reconciling.”


  “…Well, well, well, I’m surprised.”


  Warren turned to Tigre and chuckled, looking truly surprised.


  “You can’t trust someone who has broken a serious secret agreement.”


  “H-however, Ishtalika wants the sea crystals, do you not?”


  “Yes, indeed. But that problem has been resolved.”


  When they had diplomatic relations with Heim, they wanted it so badly that they could barely get their hands on it.


  But now, there is no need to compromise with Heim. That’s how well the deal with Euro is going, and the results are exceeding expectations.


  That being said, there is no possibility of depletion in the future.


  However, this is also a problem that time can solve.


  “The development of magic tools that do not rely on sea crystals is also progressing. There is no need to make a deal with Heim now that we have no worries about depletion for the next few decades.”


  “──But!”


  Tigre, who is persistent, gets up from his seat and walks over to the Ishtalika side.


  It was only a few steps, but he stood right between the two countries.


  But his foot didn’t stop, and he almost stepped in, and a moment later.


  “Your Highness! You cannot go any further!”


  Logas shouted in restraint.


  His eyes were not on Tigre at all but on Lloyd, who was standing behind Sylvird.


  “Oh, you noticed?”


  Lloyd said in surprise.


  “This is just an intuition.”


  Logas responded and immediately moved to stand next to Tigre. He pulled Tigre’s hand back to his seat on Heim’s side, albeit somewhat forcefully.


  “Why did you stop me?”


  “Because I couldn’t help you if I didn’t stop you.”


  “W-what are you talking about…?”


  “…It is the distance between the marshal of Ishtalika. Even at that distance, I felt like I was just a foot away from him.”


  The moment he heard that goosebumps broke out all over his body.


  “I thought Ishtalika did not engage in acts of war?”


  Tigre bravely roused his trembling legs and appealed.


  “Your Highness, there is no point in throwing those words at Ishtalika now.”


  “Elena? Why is that?”


  “As you said to the Prime Minister earlier. If there is no way to reconcile, then the relationship between our two countries is far from friendly. In fact, it is──”


  “Close to the enemy, is it?”


  Warren said, narrowing his eyes.


  “Yes, I’m sure that’s what you’re thinking.”


  As the two exchanged glances, Tigre returned to his seat with a grimace on his face. His steps were heavy, and he looked uncomfortable as if he had taken a gulp rather than a bite.


  “But it seems that Ishtalika has a taste for nonsense.”


  “Your Majesty.”


  “Stop it, Elena.”


  Garland laughed, not paying attention to the interruption.


  “If you want to cut off all ties with us, just keep your mouth shut and break off diplomatic relations with us. Is that what you’ve been thinking about all the times you’ve prepared this place and gathered people together to talk?”


  “With all due respect, I thought we had already severed ties.”


  “But what about my son Tigre and about Euro?”


  “Not because of what happened, but because we want to be assured. We would be more than happy to use this meeting as an opportunity to resolve all grudges.”


  “You are contradicting yourself. You just said that you don’t believe in doing business with us.”


  “──No, there is no contradiction.”


  It was only Elena who noticed the deadliness in Warren’s words. Her eyes widened at the hidden fangs that even General Logas could not notice.


  “What is it that you say as Ishtalika? Or is it your personal──?”


  No reply came to Elena’s words as she asked.


  From this point on, the meeting fell into a stalemate, with neither side opening their mouths.


  In contrast to the royal family of Heim, who can’t hide their irritation, Sylvird and Ain are calm and don’t seem to be in any hurry.


  Elena, who let out a sigh, and Ain looked at each other.


  Then Ain, with a bitter smile, opened his mouth.


  “We’ll carry this over to tomorrow. I think we’ve had enough for today.”


  There are only two days of talks left.


  Although there are still a few things that need to be said, the first day’s meeting should be just like this. Warren, who was sitting right beside him, nodded and agreed with Ain’s words.


  On the other hand, so did Heim’s group.


  Garland, who stood up before anyone else, walked out and took the knight with him.


  He called out to Tigre at the doorway, “Come quickly,” and took out his son, who seemed to want to have a word with Krone.


  After that, Logas and the knight also went out, and Elena, who was left alone, slowly stood up.


  “──”


  She looked at Krone for a moment and then headed for the doorway.


  “That’s just like my mother.”


  “Are you happy?”


  “Yes, it’s fine.”


  There was a little melancholy between them.


  Then Lloyd spoke up from behind them.


  “I don’t know, though. What does Warren-dono think about Krone-dono’s mother?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “She is supposed to be Heim’s trump card in the civil service. If that is the case, why did she not open her mouth herself and let the royals take over?”


  “If you ask me why, it’s probably because she was observing my words and actions.”


  “Oh, observing you, Warren-dono?”


  “I had mentioned Elena-dono as my only concern during this meeting. I don’t need to tell you why now, but we must not let our guard down with Elena-dono.”


  Warren laughed as he said this.


  “She seems to be up to something.”


  “…Good. Let’s leave everything to Warren.”


  “Yes. So tomorrow’s meeting, I’ll take care of everything.”


  “Are you sure we shouldn’t attend?”


  As if in response to Sylvird’s words, Warren stood up.


  In front of everyone lined up in a horizontal row, he spread his arms wide and said in a high-pitched voice.


  “Please leave tomorrow’s meeting to me.”


  No one doubted his words, and Sylvird uttered “I leave it to you” on behalf of everyone.


   


  

  


   


  The following day, Warren, as he had said the previous day, split up from Sylvird and the others.


  “Lily, are you finished with preparations?”


  “Yes. Everything went according to plan.”


  In fact, Warren’s covert group actually had a uniform, though it was pretty obvious in the black robes they wore. In addition to Lily, there were about ten people dressed in such robes following Warren as he walked outside.


  “Splendid. I’m going to leave the talks for the last day to Krone-dono, so I’d like to finish the troubles by the end of the day.”


  As he spoke, Lily handed him a stack of papers.


  “This is a summary of the replies from the nobles.”


  “Thank you for this.”


  “It’s due to Ain-sama’s popularity, isn’t it?”


  “That’s right. This is the means by which he can choose to do so since he is called a hero and is held in the same high esteem as His Majesty the First.”


  “I’ve heard that even Duke Fors is in favor of the idea.”


  “The friendship between his son, Leonard-dono, and Ain-sama is deep. Perhaps because of this, Duke Fors seems to be in favor of it… Oh?”


  A map of the continent of Ishtar is reflected in Warren’s eyes as he rolls up the paper.


  It had been colored in some places.


  “You can see the division between those in favor, those against, and those who are undecided.”


  When Warren heard Lily’s words, he understood.


  “…Magna and the royal capital are conspicuously in favor. Especially in Magna, almost the entire population is in favor?”


  “This is the result of a survey conducted last spring. It’s not information that can be released publicly, so everyone’s answers are based on assumptions.”


  “It’s a good reference.”


  After reading it, Warren stuffed it in his pocket.


  “The more information we have, the better because we can use it in situations like this.”


  He laughed happily and went to the stage for the meeting with Heim.


   


  Garland and Logas were not in Heim’s group, which arrived late.


  In their place, Elena, Tigre, and Grint arrived with their knights and civil servants, but they were taken aback when they saw Warren sitting alone on the opposite seat.


  However, only Elena quickly regained her composure. She was the only one who was quietly looking at Warren, preparing for the battle that was about to begin.


  “Is it just you today, Prime Minister-dono?”


  “Yes, everything is entrusted to me.”


  “I see. Although His Highness is here, I have been entrusted by His Majesty.”


  “Very well, then. Then it will be a talk between Elena-dono and me.”


  Tigre already seems to have something to say.


  The other party didn’t bring any of the royal family, just the prime minister, so it’s no wonder he felt dissatisfied. The only other thing he can think of is that he was disappointed that Krone was not present.


  At any rate, he sat down on the seat where Garland had sat yesterday.


  Then today, Grint stood behind him and waited, just like Lloyd did yesterday.


  Elena was the last to take a seat.


  “Elena-sama, over here.”


  The civilian handed her a document.


  “His Majesty said it. We must not be blamed. Don’t let Ishtalika have their way with us…”


  “If there is blame to be taken, it is not only for the Heim.”


  “…Yes?


  “Alright, you can stand back now.”


  Then the civil servant withdrew, leaving Elena to take care of the rest.


  “Prime Minister-dono, may I begin?”


  “Yes, please.”
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  But there was no specific agenda for the meeting. Elena was expecting to end up in a clash of opinions, or in a parallel track, or even in a corner with Warren, but she was prepared for the first move.


  “I’d like to ask you a few questions about my father-in-law and daughter.”


  “Yes.”


  “If there are any discrepancies with the information that Ishtalika has gathered, please point them out. The two of them went to Birdland for my father-in-law’s medical treatment.”


  “That’s right.”


  “It was our family’s carriage that took them to another country called Birdland. After that, they arrived in Euro by way of a merchant’s carriage and Euro’s carriage, carefully prepared and clandestine.”


  “No doubt about it.”


  “Then they voluntarily contracted a carriage. Are you also positive about this?”


  Warren nodded, “Yes.”


  He was curious as to why she was asking in such detail. It seemed to him that she was trying to get something out of him, but it also sounded like she was trying to steer the conversation in a direction that suited her.


  “You didn’t believe our investigation, did you?”


  “No, by all means. We are well aware of the power of the unified nation of Ishtalika. Everything the two of them have done is without a doubt.”


  “Then what do you want to know?”


  “I just want to be sure. Did they get taken away from ── or…?”


  “You mean, for example, that they were defectors?”


  Then Elena burst into laughter.


  It was obvious that she was pleased with the word “defector.”


  But the reason was unclear.


  “So they defected to Ishtalika?”


  “…Do you think it is important to your position?”


  “For me, yes. So, what do you think?”


  “Hmm──.”


  “If you’re not convinced, I’d like you to judge. They were not taken away, but they are certainly in Ishtalika. This was because they crossed the sea from Euro to Ishtalika on a ship. But Krone is now the crown prince’s assistant. There is no way that such a person could be a mere traveler.”


  So you have to choose, she said.


  “If you argue that way, I’d have to say, defectors. The two of them are already citizens of our country.”


  The only thing she couldn’t understand was why he was telling her this.


  Elena knows why Krone and Graff crossed the sea, so she doesn’t need to bother confirming these facts. Even if she did, it would only be a factor in explaining the situation to Tigre and the others.


  But there was no need to do it here. More than anything, Elena wouldn’t like wasting time.


  “Krone and my father-in-law are defectors, already citizens of Ishtalika… I see.”


  “Is there something on your mind?”


  “It’s about my family. I thought I had a right to be concerned.”


  She should have taken a statement for something else, but she had no chance.


  “Yes! Elena’s family has been taken away from her, hasn’t it?”


  “Y-Your Highness?”


  “Enough, I’ll tell him!”


  Elena only lightly admonished Tigre for his sudden outburst.


  “…..”


  Warren felt uncomfortable.


  It hadn’t gone badly up to this point, so why hadn’t she stopped Tigre more forcefully? If she had the brains, she would have come up with a way to do that, and being interrupted here would definitely be a bad move.


  “No matter how much of a defector they are, Elena has been separated from her family! It would be a sad thing to do so for the convenience of those around you!”


  “Oh! It makes me feel very good to hear that!”


  Suddenly Warren was happy.


  “I never thought I’d feel so happy to share my feelings with you, Third Prince-dono.”


  Tigre’s cheek twitched, though he seemed to agree with him.


  “You seem to be trying to tell me something.”


  “It’s a coincidence, but I believe there are people in our country who have lost their families.”


  “It is none of my business. If they are from your country, they should be dealt with in your country!”


  “It seems that our people have lost their families to Heim… I’m sorry to remind you of this at a time like this, but do you have any idea?”


  “I don’t know! Why do you think Heim took away their family?”


  In contrast to Tigre, who raised his voice, Warren still answered calmly.


  “If you ask me why, I’ll say that I did some research.”


  “…Huh?”


  This time Tigre really did not understand. He had not been able to find out Warren’s true intentions, not even a little.


  But the truth soon came out.


  “I heard that Heim’s first prince is a very wealthy man and has several mansions of his own. According to my research, the families of our people are imprisoned in his mansions.”


  Tigre finally gasped.


  “No way.”


  It must be the convenient people Layfon had prepared.


  They were easy to use because none of them were from Heim, and none of them could be in Rockdam or Birdland. So, even if they were suspected of having a relationship with Heim, they were the ones who could say they didn’t know Heim.


  But.


  “It’s sad to be separated from family. I agree with that.”


  This changes the situation.


  If Warren insists that they are Ishtalika’s people, even if it is unclear when Ishtalika discovered them, it is a different story.


  “E-Elena…!”


  “It’s okay.”


  Here Elena returned to the center of the conversation.


  “Prime Minister-dono, could it be that they are also defectors?”


  “Oh, how well you know them.”


  “I have good intuition. I was not aware of what you just said, but would you like me to handle the matter of sending their families to Ishtalika?”


  “Hmm… I thought this might be worth a preemptive strike? I was thinking.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  Elena laughed at Warren’s words.


  “The families of the defectors came to His Highness Prince Layfon before the defectors crossed over to Ishtalika. If you call this our country’s crime, then I have something to ask of Ishtalika as well.”


  “…To us?”


  “Yes, after all, my father-in-law and daughter are great sinners.”


  The two of them are members of the Archduke family.


  “Although they were members of the Archduke family, they left the country without speaking to the royal family. It’s only natural that this would be considered treason.”


  “Shouldn’t we consider the circumstances?”


  “The law does not need sentimentality. They lost their devotion to their country when the secret agreement had been broken… Even if this is how the facts behave, their crimes are unassailable. And the Ishtalika who accepted them is nothing but a kind of convict.”


  Her words made sense.


  She said that if Ishtalika was complaining about the new defectors who had come to Ishtalika, then there was no reason to blame them for what had happened to Krone and the others.


  That’s why she said it was impossible to blame one side or the other.


  “Heim will send the family to Ishtalika. That’s all there is to it. But if you turn on us here, you will be disobeying the words of His Majesty the First King of Ishtalika.”


  “…..You may be right. All right, then.”


  “Then?”


  “Yes, I would be happy to have Third Prince-dono’s approval.”


  “B-but! But I can’t do anything about my brother──”


  “With all due respect, Your Highness, this is not the time to be worrying about it. It might give them an opening to attack us.”


  As expected, Tigre was horrified by the words and shook his hands, gripping them tightly. He bites his lip, his face turning red, and slams the desk. He slammed the desk hard.


  Warren, who was sitting across from him, nodded and said, “I see.”


  He smiled as he realized Elena’s true aim, which she had kept quiet until now.


  “I, as the third prince… apologize for my brother’s behavior.”


  “So you will release them?”


  “Yes.”


  “That would be very nice. Would you be so kind as to write me a note?”


  “Well, have it your way.”


  Tigre sat down helplessly and gazed at his blunder.


  How could they have known everything? It was a plan that should not have been so easy to find out, even if it was in Ishtalika. If they even know about Layfon’s mansion, even Tigre will know that he can’t get away with it.


  “…I’m tired today.”


  Tigre breathed heavily and said without effort.


  “Third Prince-dono seems to be tired, so let’s take a break.”


  “That would be good. …Elena, take this.”


  He handed Elena the royal seal.


   “I leave the matter to you. You can make any promises you want in my name.”


  “I understand.”


  ──I’m going to go get some air. I will be back in a little while, and you can wait here until then.


  Then Tigre walked out with Grint and the knight.


  Elena took her seat, but she approached Warren, who was sitting across from her. The civilian and the knight almost walked with her, but she stopped them with her hand.


  “Just me, stay right there.”


  “…Yes!”


  Elena stepped in front of Warren.


  Warren motioned for Elena to sit in the chair next to him.


  “I will prepare a letter for you; please wait a moment.”


  “I understand.”


  Warren grinned happily as he heard her reply.


  “Was it part of your plan not to stop Third Prince-dono strongly?”


  “Yes. Since I was dealing with the Prime Minister of Ishtalika, I had to take advantage of everything I could.”


  “That’s a good mindset. Did you also use one of our knights for that purpose?”


  “Were you dissatisfied?”


  “No, not particularly, because of the content. However, I was very surprised when the knight told me about the exchange with Elena-dono. I thought you were just trying to save the women.”


  After saying that, Warren took out an envelope. The envelope contained information about the women that Layfon had imprisoned. It also contains details about those who have gone to Ishtalika.


  “The reason you sold me the information was so that Elena-dono could control the fate of Heim, wasn’t it?”


  “…..I would never have sold it for free.”


  “You mean you knew what I was up to?”


  “If it were not for Ishtalika, but for Prime Minister-dono personally, I would have known.”


  “Interesting. Would you like to share your thoughts with me?”


  To those around them, the two of them appeared to be discussing the Layfon matter. But the content of the discussion was a probing impression.


  “In addition to severing diplomatic relations with Heim, Ishtalika wanted a clear guarantee against it.”


  “Yes, you are right, Elena-dono.”


  “That is why we had this meeting, but Prime Minister-dono has different intentions. You don’t trust Heim to any extent… and that’s why you wanted another guarantee or even a cause.”


  That is.


  “You wanted an excuse that would allow you to attack Heim.”


  But Warren did not nod. He doesn’t deny it. He just smiles.


  This was his way of clearly disobeying the first king’s words, but from Elena’s point of view, Warren was now as good as agreeing.


  “It’s just a pretext for Ishtalika to move first if Heim makes a move. This meeting should have provided this for you, Prime Minister-dono.”


  “Why do you think so?”


  “A promise made on a paper can be broken at any time. Prime Minister-dono must have been thinking the same thing, and then you want another way to deal with it when it happens.”


  “Hmm… you are a smart person, after all, Elena-dono.”


  “I’m flattered.”


  At this point, the letter that Warren had approved of was completed.


  After receiving the letter, Elena checked its contents and signed it when she found it to be in order. She then picked up the royal seal that Tigre had given her and stamped it strongly.


  “Now we, Heim, can no longer make demands regarding Krone and my father-in-law.”


  That meant that Tigre would also have to give up Krone.


  “Elena-dono had several objectives. One was to get Third Prince-dono to give up on Krone-dono. The other was to rescue the women that First Prince-dono had imprisoned.”


  And then there is the most important objective of all.


  “And most importantly, there is the goal of using all of this to make things easier for everyone…”


  Tigre’s request, rather than Heim’s, was the whole point of the meeting. If he gave up, there would be no one to complain about the break with Ishtalika, and much of the trouble would be settled.


  The worst possible outcome of a war with Ishtalika could then be avoided.


  “Prime Minister-dono, I never thought from the beginning that we would win this meeting.”


  “Hmm…. that’s why you decided to take advantage of the First Prince-dono’s case. Then, at the meeting, by taking the word of defectors like Krone-dono and your father-in-law, you obtained my assurance that they were unrelated to Heim.”


  Then Ishtalika would not be able to complain about Layfon.


  The problems that remain are trivial.


  Heim, who was obsessed with winning and losing as a nation, could no longer make any unnecessary moves. When the case of Layfon came to light, Elena could not imagine that Tigre or Garland would make a strong move.


  So Elena decided──.


  “For me, this deserves a victory.”


  With the royal Tigre broken, there was no need to worry about unnecessary disputes. The only way for her to win was to break off the relationship with Ishtalika peacefully.


  “Good grief, it seems that Elena-dono has outsmarted me.”


  It was one of the many games that she had been able to win. This meant a lot to Elena, and it must have been a bitter pill to swallow for Warren as well.


   


  ──But.


  “There were a few minor misunderstandings, but it was pretty much what we expected.”


  Warren had asked if they could go over the answers first. This was not a question of Elena’s intentions but rather a confirmation for Warren that he had been right.


  “Elena-dono’s plan was brilliant but a little unsatisfactory.”


  “Not satisfactory…?”


  “But it’s not so bad if Elena-dono’s only goal is to avoid war. I want more than just a good cause, you know.”


  His eyes glittered fearlessly, and Elena’s heart was strongly agitated.


   


  

  


   


  In the afternoon, at Warren’s request, King Garland of Heim visited him. Garland looked uncomfortable, but since Elena and Tigre had asked him to do so, he was languidly on his way.


  Unlike Tigre, who had already given up on much, Garland’s face still showed his determination.


  As they waited to see what was going to be said, Lily appeared unexpectedly and distributed documents to all the attendees.


  “Please take a look.”


  Warren said, and everyone looked at the document.


  The document was a finely colored map of the colorful continent of Ishtar. Some of the cities were marked with letters and numbers for and against.


  “This is the result of a recent survey of the nobility regarding Ain-sama’s case.”


  “…Elena, what is this?”


  Tigre said, looking doubtful.


  Then Elena closed her eyes and declared, “There can only be one.”


  “Look at the port city of Magna. That area is particularly popular with the crown prince.”


  The number of people in favor of it is over ninety percent of the total.


  “And the royal capital, too. The popularity is especially high in areas closely related to the crown prince. The documents were shown to us here and now are…”


  “You mean the support for the attack against Heim?”


  “It seems so.”


  “Kuh… H-hey! Are you going to attack my Heim? Are you planning to launch a preemptive attack against us, who have not attacked you, without adhering to the words of your first king?”


  “Oh, you’ve suddenly changed the subject.”


  Warren laughed and said that there was nothing unusual about it.


  “We have no intention of launching a preemptive strike.”


  “You’re lying!”


  “I’m not lying. If we were to attack, it would be on the day of reckoning, of course.”


  “…Reckoning?”


  “Isn’t the fact that you broke the secret agreement enough of a reason?”


  “W-we didn’t use force against you!”


  “Hmm.”


  Warren tilted his head as he looked at Tigre.


  He suddenly turned his gaze to Elena, who was sitting next to Tigre.


  “What do you think?”


  He was a mean man to ask that question to her.


  Elena resented the fact that he had entrusted her with the decision, although she would not have said it even if she had thought it. But there was no way she could not answer anything.


  “I judge that it has nothing to do with force. But I’m sure that Ishtalika will make a different decision.”


  “You are wise. Now, this survey does not reflect the opinion of His Majesty. In other words, it is only the opinion of myself and the nobles and not a guarantee of its contents.”


  “That’s nonsense. Isn’t it just a threat?”


  Garland said firmly, but Warren cornered him further.


  “I’ll tell you about my authority to give orders. Basically, my authority is second only to the king or the crown prince. I can mobilize fleets, and I have the authority to organize them.”


  “…Are you insane?”


  “His Majesty the First’s words are very heavy. If the need arises, I can be the poison.”


  “What does that mean, Prime Minister!”


  Elena fought the urge to cover her ears as she stood near Garland, who had raised his voice. Warren is certainly not going to use force. But the current situation is that he uses pure force as a weapon to put pressure on Heim. It would resonate strongly with the Heim royal family, who were simple but did not listen to him.


  “Do you understand the meaning of the word ‘poison,’ Elena-dono?”


  “His Royal Highness the Crown Prince can detoxify it. With his authority and name, it doesn’t matter if the Prime Minister-dono is poisoned or not.”


  “That’s a wonderful thing to say. You’re right.”


  Warren still had a smile on his face.


  “However, it is not impossible to settle the matter amicably.”


  A moment of relief was given to Heim.


  Garland and Tigre, who had suddenly regained their composure, looked pathetically at Elena.


  ‘I’ll leave everything to you, or you can deal with him’. It was clear that she was being told this, and she nodded back, fed up.


  “May I ask your terms?”


  “First of all, you must cut off all contact with us. This includes going through our friendly country Euro. However, it will be limited to official matters only and exclude any interaction between citizens.”


  This was agreeable enough.


  “Next, you will sign a non-aggression pact with Euro.”


  “What will happen if Euro invades Heim?”


  “We will leave it to you to deal with. If that were to happen, we in Ishtalika would have cut all ties with Euro.”


  “I understand, but we’ll be on the back foot.”


  “I’m sorry, but it’s none of our business.”


  This is true, but it’s a problem they can’t just accept.


  Seeing the unprecedented hard-line stance, Tigre and Garland do not open their mouths and leave it to Elena.


  “Prime Minister-dono, if you break the first point──”


  “It’s not an immediate use of force. But nothing is too much to ask. Yes, in that case, we will distribute our country’s stockpile to Euro and then to Birdland.”


  “When you say stockpile, do you mean magic tools and weapons?”


  If the stockpile is deliberately diverted to other countries such as Rockdam, it will be enough of a threat.


  But Warren intends to release something even more deadly.


  “It will be grain, including wheat. Our farmland is far more extensive than Heim’s territory, so naturally, we have stockpiles and surpluses. If we could sell this, it would be good business.”


  The problem was that they would have to distribute it to Euro.


  More money will flow into Euro before it is diverted to Birdland, and if it’s done right, it could double the national budget.


  A wealthy nation with a strong military.


  The elements for a nation to grow are in place. And Heim’s exports will inevitably take a big blow.


  “We have not been involved in this business because we would not be impoverished without it. However, if the situation changes, that may be a possibility.”


  There was little Elena could say to the relentless words.


  “…..I hope it does not come to that.”


  It sounded like she was being told that they could be destroyed without direct action.


  She wanted to think it was a lie, but she wasn’t wrong. It was only logical that if other countries, except for Heim, became stronger, Heim’s status would fall in proportion. Until now, Heim had been the superior country of the continent, but they would not be able to behave in the same way as before.


  It would be much more humiliating and worse than just being forced to use force.


  “Well.”


  This doesn’t mean that the terms are over──.


  Warren said, “Finally.”


  “The last thing I want is an apology.”


  Garland’s body twitched at his words.


  “A simple apology is still an apology. It would be better than nothing, so please write one and give it to our king.”


  “You want me to apologize?”


  “Is there any problem?”


  “You want me to bow to your king! That’s what you’re asking me to do!”


  “I don’t know why you are so upset. If you understand this, I suggest you comply.”


  It’s no longer a situation where he can choose, and he’s in no position to choose.


  Garland, who was made to understand this from the bottom of his heart, turned red all over his face, snorted, and lost his composure.


  But he hadn’t forgotten his survival instincts.


  After a few minutes of frustration, he came back to himself and answered in a shaky voice, “Tomorrow.”


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  At the same time, in a room in Princess Olivia.


  “Hey Ain, what’s this paper about?”


  “You know, Warren-san gave it to me this morning before he went to the meeting.”


  The one that Krone had in her hand was the same one that Warren had taken to the main conference room.


  When Krone saw it with the words “for” and “against” on it, she was curious about what the document was about and waited for a response from Ain.


  “…I’m a little embarrassed. They have been asking around about whether it’s right or wrong to hasten my enthronement.”


  “No wonder so many people in the royal capital and Magna were in favor.”


  “I heard that Grandfather thinks it’s not so bad to abdicate and have some time to rest.”


  “Hmm… You’re also very popular.”


  When she said that, Krone leaned closer to Ain in a good mood. The two of them had been sitting on the sofa, and their bodies were so close together that it could be said that they were in close contact.


  As well as her scent and her warmth, it was frightening to be complimented on his popularity.


  “W-well, just like that!”


  “Geez… You don’t have to be shy about it.”


  “I’m not shy ── But why now?”


  “Why, you ask?”


  “The reason why I’m here is because of these documents. I don’t think it was necessary to bring it during this meeting, but I wonder if there was a reason.”


  “I don’t know… Do you want to ask Warren-sama?”


  “Hmm, I don’t know.”


  There didn’t seem to be any particular reason, and Ain smiled at Krone. The rest of the day was spent enjoying the idle talk and waiting for Warren to return.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  “──Apologize.”


  On the last day of the meeting, Garland finally spoke up to apologize.


  He handed the letter to Sylvird with a humiliated look on his face.


  “…I apologize.”


  After Garland bowed his head, Tigre was next to offer his apologies. In his case, it was even more obvious than Garland’s, and his face was red and upturned.


  For him, bowing down in Krone’s presence would be the most humiliating thing he could do. But it is necessary to settle everything, and it is inevitable for the Heim royal family to be a party to it.


  “I accept your apology.”


  Finally able to pat their chests, they slowly returned to their seats.


  It was an exaggeration to say that they were just like newborn fawns, but their walk was so weak and faltering that it was hard to feel dignified.


  After taking his seat, Tigre couldn’t give up and looked at Krone.


  “He’s staring at you…”


  A dry smile appeared on Ain’s face, and under the desk, Krone kicked Ain’s leg. She was unhappy that Ain was acting like a stranger, but she couldn’t say it out loud here, so she had no choice but to move her foot.


  She’ll probably get a little bit of criticism later, but it’s cute.


  “The non-aggression pact with Euro will be signed in Euro at some point.”


  Elena said when the time was right.


  “Yes. Our schedule will be communicated to you via Euro. Basically, you can consider the signing in Euro as our last interaction.”


  Her daughter, Krone, replied in a clerical manner.


  These are the words exchanged by a mother and daughter who haven’t seen each other for years. The royal knights of Ishtalika also felt the loneliness, and some of the knights of Heim even shed tears in their helmets.


  Even if Krone is a noble who abandoned her country.


  “After that, as Warren informed us, we will no longer be in communication.”


  “Krone… are you sure you won’t be coming to Heim anymore?”


  At least be respectful of the time and place, but it is also true that there is no opportunity to ask if she misses now.


  “…I’m afraid that’s none of our business here.”


  As for her, she thinks that a person who can keep a single-minded love is beautiful. In addition to the many problems with the process leading up to this moment, her feelings are not for Tigre.


  If she doesn’t express her feelings to him, he won’t be convinced. That’s why Krone finally made up her mind to say the words.


  “I can’t be your wife. I’m honored that you have feelings for me, but please forget about me.”


  Tigre was stunned, even though he knew it was coming. He didn’t want to admit it, but this was a clear rejection.


  Grint wanted to complain about the fact that Tigre had been told this, but he endured the humiliation by biting his lip, considering his position and the situation.


  ” ──And that concludes our meeting.”


  As Krone said this, she turned her attention towards the leaders of Heim.


  Garland then opened his mouth.


  “Would you like to have one last battle?”


  “No, thank you.”


  “Your Marshal-dono and our general. Let the two of them show their fighting skills ── Hmm? What did you just say?”


  “I said, no, thank you.”


  “W-why?”


  “I don’t see the need for it.”


  This proposal was within the realm of the expected.


  Krone and Warren had already decided how they would respond to the proposal and had decided to refuse it unless there were special circumstances. There was nothing to be gained by winning, and it would be a loss if Lloyd were injured.


  “The marshal has an assignment immediately upon his return. Please understand.”


  He could not hope for anymore if he were given a reason not to ask for anything.


  Garland seemed to have forgotten the anger and fear he had felt earlier and shrugged his shoulders in a bored manner.


   


  

  


   


  Soon the sun was setting, and the night was falling.


  Elena had forgotten to check on something, so she took Grint with her as an escort to the Ishtalika battleship.


  But none of the important people were there.


  When she asked a royal knight, she was told that they were having a feast in the island’s center.


  So the two of them made their way through the dark forest.


  “I apologize for having you accompany me.”


  “No, it’s part of my job, so don’t worry about it, Elena-dono. By the way… are you not concerned about Krone-dono anymore?”


  Grint suddenly asked.


  “That girl seemed to be living independently already. …She has already left her parents. If that’s the case, then maybe I should leave her too.”


  She was able to see that her daughter had grown up more splendidly than she had imagined.


  She also got a glimpse of how well Krone and Ain get along, and there’s nothing to worry about. It bothered her that she had hidden the truth from Heim, but she would not be punished for praying for her daughter’s happiness.


  “Is that how it is? I still don’t understand.”


  “I believe that Grint-dono will understand when you have a child with Shannon-dono.”


  “Hahaha… I have high hopes for the future.”


  Then Grint’s expression changed as if he was thinking back.


  “But I’m not convinced.”


  “What’s the matter with you all of a sudden?”


  “About Krone-dono. I’m sorry to say this in the presence of Elena-dono, but I don’t understand why she chose ‘that guy.'”


  “Do you mean ‘that’ guy’ is the crown prince of Ishtalika?”


  “Yes. He is not a bad-looking guy, and he seems to have some intelligence. But His Highness is far superior to him.”


  Elena heard the complaint and tilted her head as if she was troubled.


  The situation of the Roundheart family is a well-known story in social circles. The younger brother, Grint, was better, and the older brother, Ain, was not fit to be the next head of the family.


  This is a story that has been told many times, and from the point of view of Grint, who is the one in question, the emotions he feels for his brother are probably even greater.


  In a word, Grint unconsciously looks down on Ain.


  “It is said that the monster called the Sea Dragon is as big as an Ishtalika battleship. But there is no way a single person can defeat such a monster.”


  “…Although it’s certainly doubtful just by listening to it.”


  “I know, right? Just because he’s the crown prince doesn’t mean he should be raised up──.”


  A moment later, as Grint was talking behind Ain’s back, Lily landed from a tree on the side of the road where they were walking, and said with a voice.


  “Fufu, shall we take a look then?”


  Elena couldn’t help but wonder why she didn’t always appear normally.


  “What the hell are you doing? Where did you come from?”


  Grint was surprised but quickly drew his sword and prepared.


  “This is called a tree, don’t you know? I just came down from the top of this tree.”


  “Don’t stir things up… Can’t you just make a normal appearance?”


  “Elena-dono? Do you know her!?”


  “──She’s the woman who was sneaking into the castle.”


  “I-is that so? I thought I recognized you, but you’re one of Prime Minister Warren’s people!”


  “Oh, yes, yes. I don’t care about that right now. Do you want to see it or not? Hmm?”


  She took out a knife and scratched out around her neck. She might have been bitten by an insect or something, but it wasn’t the kind of thing someone would use to scratch an itchy spot.


  Her hand was dexterously rubbing her skin in an action that made people uneasy just by looking at her.


  “What’s the point of coming out of nowhere… and asking if I want to see it or not?”


  “…Huh? I think the two of you were talking about Ain-sama’s untrustworthy skills!”


  “So, what are you going to show us?”


  “You don’t think Ain-sama is the one who did it, do you?”


  What the hell is this girl talking about?


  Lily smiled and looked at them like that, but it didn’t answer the question. By the way, Elena, who is mentally exhausted, can not afford to be nice to Lily.


  “As . I . Said! What are you going to show us about the crown prince?”


  “Hyiaaaa!? H… hyiiiii!?”


  As Elena pulled the cheeks of her former subordinate on both sides, Grint panicked.


  “It’s indeed not a good idea to mess with the people of Ishtalika.”


  “Don’t mind her! After coming down from the blind spot, she is laughing and playing like this!”


  “Fuee… Ewena-shamaa, lwet me gooo!”


  Elena’s hand left Lily’s cheek as she heard her unspoken voice.


  “It’s okay, but you have to explain it to me.”


  “…Phew, that was good energy… Elena-sama.”


  Lily’s cheek turned a little red from the pinch, but she seemed to be in a very happy mood as if she were about to perform a dance.


  “Why are you happy?”


  “Because Elena-sama touched me. Then let’s go to the square in front of the building. Lloyd-sama suddenly said that he was going to have a preliminary match, and Ain-sama was going to practice with his sword.”


  Then she walked off without answering.


  “R-really?”


  “It’s true. I mean, it’s time to put your sword away. I have a phobia with sharp objects, you know?”


  “Oh, really?”


  “No, that’s not true. I love knives and stuff.”


  Elena, as expected, was no match for Lily when it came to talking lightly.


  When she said one thing, she was quickly taunted by two or three, and before she knew it, she was giggling and enjoying her reaction.


  “Oh, I can see it now…”


  Lily said and slowed down her walking speed. She stopped behind a tree and looked at the square.


  There were tables and chairs that had been taken out of the main conference room and placed in the square.


  The square had been transformed into a simple outdoor party hall, and the bustling voices of many knights could be heard in addition to the important figures.


  “His Majesty, Ain-sama, as well as Olivia-sama and Katima-sama… Well, it seems like everyone is here.”


  ──Nuhahahaha! Dill! You’re tired already!


  “That voice just now… no way.”


  When he heard Lloyd’s voice, Grint’s body slumped forward.


  “It seems to be Lloyd-sama and Dill-kun who are dueling right now.”


  Following Grint, Elena also turned her attention to the square, looking curious.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  ──The sound of sword fights pierced the ears.


  There was a fierce fighting spirit in the air that covered the area.


  “Hahaha! What is it? Are you done?”


  Lloyd’s sword fights drove Dill into a corner in a matter of seconds. To Grint, who was watching from behind a tree, Lloyd’s overpowering of his own overpowered opponent made him look like an inhuman or something.


  “Guh… uh…”


  Before long, Dill dropped to his knees. His father in front of him is completely unharmed, and the only sign of fatigue is his slightly ragged breathing.


  As soon as the game is over, Katima’s words are delivered to Dill.


  “Hey, Dill! You’re losing-nya! More like this… Do it like this-nya!”


  “Katima-san? What are you trying to do with all this pawing around?”


  “Shut up-nya! Dill! Go again-nya!”


  “…Don’t push him too much.”


  If she uttered some incomprehensible advice, the last thing she would do is give up her patience.


  Ain, who sat next to Katima, looked dumbfounded at his aunt. However, hearing Katima’s voice, Dill raised his body once again. There was no signal to start, and Dill stepped forward with great force.


  “Haaahh!”


  “You’ve done well to stand up! That’s my boy!”


  He didn’t have the slightest clue what he was talking about. The big sword swung down with unbelievable speed and knocked out Dill with great force.


  “…As expected of the father…”


  The knight is excited about the current attack and defense.


  Dill was easily knocked down, but his defense and passivity at that moment, and the way he still had room to spare, were objects of admiration even for the royal knights.


  This is the next stage of the battle under the night sky.


  “This is the final blow!”


  Katima suddenly got up from her chair and grabbed Ain’s clothes.


  “Why are you tugging on my sleeve?”


  “Ah, um! Ain-sama! If you want, I can go and accompany Lloyd-sama!”


  “No, it’s not that I don’t want to be his opponent, it’s just that I’m not happy with the mess ── Katima-san is pulling on my sleeve. I think I’d like to see a match between Chris and Lloyd-san, though.”


  “No-nya! Ain has not done any real work during this meeting, so you’ve got plenty of energy-nya.”


  “Are you trying to pick a fight?”


  Hearing their conversation, Krone, Olivia, and Chris all let out a chuckle.


  “It is the duty of a superior to avenge his subordinate’s loss! And that’s where Ain comes in-nya!”


  “It’s not wrong, but if you say so, Chris will be the first.”


  “Nyaaaa! This nephew of mine is a real stickler for details! Now, move out!”


  Snap! Snap! Katima kicked him in the leg.


  As for Ain, who was kicked, there is no pain. It’s not painful, but it’s very irritating.


  He wanted to take out his roots and hang Katima on a tree, but he resisted the urge, went to get his training sword, and looked at Lloyd.


  “Looks like I’m next.”


  “Mm…? Hahahaha! I’ve been waiting for you, Ain-sama!”


  The royal knights, who were watching nearby, were even more excited by Ain’s appearance.


  Some raised their arms and called out for Ain, while others cheered for him to win.


  “Your Highness!”


  “Lloyd-sama is exhausted already!”


  “H-hey you guys! Why aren’t there any of you cheering for me?”


  “Lloyd-san, let’s begin!”


  “…What is this feeling of defeat? But I will not be defeated by your sword!”


   


  

  


   


  Ain grabbed his sword and moved towards Lloyd.


  When Grint saw this, he intensified his eyes.


  “Hmph! It’ll be quick──”


  It won’t take long.


  Grint thought back to Lloyd’s fight earlier and was convinced that his brother Ain would never be able to cross swords with such a monster. Though he didn’t want to admit it, he thought that Lloyd might be even more powerful than Logas.


  “…..”


  Elena, by contrast, was watching quietly.


  Suddenly, she heard her daughter cheering him on, “Ain, do your best!”


  When she looked in the direction of the voice, she saw her daughter, her eyes shining and her mouth open, willing to shout even though there were many people around her.


  Elena had never seen her daughter looking so happy.


  Just as she realized that her daughter really loved Ain, Lily suddenly took Elena’s hand in hers.


  “I’ll hold our hands together.”


  “…Huh?”


  “I know you don’t want to do this, but please be patient. Oh, look, here it comes.”


  Elena was about to complain, “I’m not a child.”


  But then her whole body was hit by a shock that seemed to crack the air, and she cowered unconsciously.


  “What was that…?”


  The trees were shaking. But there was no strong wind, nor was there an earthquake.


  But what in the world was that shock?


  Looking next to her, Grint was also surprised, but unlike Elena, he had not taken his eyes off Ain.


  “Yes, yes. It’s all right.”


  Elena was embarrassed, but she seemed momentarily terrified.


  She wouldn’t say that Lily’s hand holding had made her feel safe.


  “I think you’ll get used to it, so don’t worry about it, just watch.”


  “What do you mean I will get used to it? … Kyaaa!?”


  The same shock as before struck her again.


  “Li-Lily! What’s going on…?”


  “It’s just Ain-sama swinging his sword. I told you, he’s a hero.”


  Look, it’s time for you to calm down and take a look, said Lily.


  When Elena was urged in a calm tone to look at the situation, she observed the square, the figure of Lloyd, who showed the strength of a completely different person compared to earlier, and the figure of Ain, who showed a sword fight that was superior to that of Lloyd.


  “…Is that really him?”


  “I’d like to say it’s rude of you to call him that, but I’m pretty certain that it’s Ain-sama.”


  Even while doing this, the sound of Ain and Lloyd colliding can be felt like a shockwave. It is a strong stimulus that tingles as if it were cutting through the skin.


  It’s just a sword fight, but the impact is so strong that Grint is speechless.


  “The two of them are really out of the ordinary. One is a hero… the other is a marshal. Dill-kun is also one of the most talented, but he is not as good as those two.”


  “…Logas-dono said that the crown prince has no talent with a sword.”


  With the scene in front of her, she could only think it was a lie.


  “Hmm, when you say that, Lloyd-sama has no talent for swords either. His inborn skill is sewing.”


  It never crossed their minds that such a person would stand at the top of the knights of a country. The fact that this is so far out of Heim’s common sense, Grint weakly let out the words, “No way…”


  Then he let out a huff.


  He had estimated earlier that Lloyd’s strength might be more than Logas. That would mean that Ain would also be an even stronger man.


  “This really is more than my father──”


  “Even Logas-dono can’t win, can he?”


  “Y-you!”


  “Please don’t be angry. You started it yourself.”


  “Shut up. Just shut up.”


  He wondered if his father could fight like those two. Will he be able to withstand that sword?


  For Grint, the best battle he had ever seen was the one between Logas and Ed. But that perception had already been shattered, and this fight between Ain and Lloyd would be the pinnacle. Even though he tried to shake his head and forget about it, the shock that stung his skin would not let up.


  “──Damn it!”


  He gritted his teeth as if they would shatter and punched the tree next to him hard.


  He then ran off towards the ship without saying a word.


  “Oh, he left, didn’t he?”


  “Good grief… it’s your fault too.”


  “Oh, you sound just like Krone-sama!”


  “We’ve had this conversation many times. You know we’re mother and daughter, right?”


  She finally let go of her hand when she was able to afford to say something light.


  The sea breeze blew on the separated hands and cooled Elena’s hands a little, as the warmth had just disappeared. Lily smiled and told Elena that this seemed to be the coldest goodbye of her life, as diplomatic relations had been severed, but she still kept her mischievous smile.


  “…It seems like that. What do you think about it, Krone-sama?”


  “I think the influence of Warren-sama has a lot to do with who I am now, but I think my mother has a greater influence on me.”


   


  “…Eh?”


  Lily, who was wearing a tight smile, suddenly mentioned Krone’s name.


  Elena wondered why she was saying it but was surprised to hear a voice behind her.


  “Krone-san, Lily-dono and I will be waiting nearby.”


  “Thank you very much, Chris-san.”


  Elena thought she had come alone, but it seemed she had brought Chris with her.


  Chris then walked away with Lily.


  “…It’s been a really long time.”


  When it was just the two of them, Krone hugged Elena tightly.


  The reunion during the meeting was such a moment that both sides could not talk about what they wanted to talk about. But now it was just the two of them, and they didn’t have to worry about what others thought.


  “Krone, what are you doing here?”


  “Lily-dono was sending a signal. Warren-sama confirmed it, so… I asked Chris-san to bring me here.”


  Elena wondered when Lily had done that.


  But, well, she didn’t want to worry about the details right now. This might be the last time she would be able to see Krone’s face.
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  She hugged her daughter, then looked at her growing face and said.


  “You’ve become a much more attractive girl than you used to be.”


  “Ara, was I not attractive in the past?”


  “You used to be a tomboy who wouldn’t open the engagement papers and throw them in the trash.”


  “Well, that’s terrible. It was Mother’s fault for not bringing Ain’s papers, you know?”


  “…Even if I had brought it, you would have thrown it away.”


  “That’s certainly not true. If it was Ain’s, I’m sure I would have checked it properly.”


  She’s always been the same, confident, determined girl. But the reason why she looks more radiant than in the past is because Heim was too small for her, and she was polished in Ishtalika.


  “How can you be so confident when you have no proof?”


  “Yes, I have faith. That’s why it’s Mother and Father’s fault.”


  “…Yes, yes. I’ll tell him that, too.”


  Satisfied with her answer, Krone left Elena’s chest with a smile on her face.


  Standing next to her, she turned her gaze to Ain, who was in the middle of a battle.


  “I heard that Ain introduced you to an inn in Magna?”


  “…I didn’t even realize it was the crown prince at the time. So who told you about it?”


  “Warren-sama. But Ain doesn’t know about it. It’s been kept a secret from him.”


  “I never thought the crown prince would be walking around alone. But now I know why he is allowed to walk free. …He’s such a strong man, isn’t he?”


  “Fufu, he’s a hero after all.”


  “With a hero as your companion, you can take a walk at night, right?”


  Krone’s face twisted into a grimace when she heard those words.


  “You know, I was about to kiss Ain that night, but I was interrupted by the third prince and his people, who came by accident.”


  Krone is three years older than Ain and will be sixteen years old on her next birthday.


  For a noblewoman, it is not surprising to be married at that age, and for some people, it is natural to have children.


  However, the situation is different when the other party is a crown prince like Ain.


  “…Krone? I understand that you like the crown prince, but…”


  She was about to point out that she shouldn’t be speaking about things like kissing so easily.


  “No, I don’t like Ain.”


  Elena tilted her head when she heard the incomprehensible answer. She was a little surprised but relieved when she heard the following words.


  “I don’t like him, but I love him. At least it is somewhat like I really love him.”


   


  [T/n: Suki & Aishiteru.]


   


  “Yes, yes… I understand that you love the crown prince, but…”


  There is a saying that love changes a woman, and it seems that Krone is no exception.


  Elena knows that her daughter has been working hard to get to her current position, but as a mother, seeing her daughter like this makes her slightly confused.


  “What does the crown prince think of you?”


  “I don’t know. I am not Ain, after all. …But the other day, Ain almost kissed me on the lips.”


  Considering the character of Ain, Elena understood that he was thinking well of Krone.


  As a mother, it was regrettable that she couldn’t hear a definite answer, but thinking back, she remembered that Lily had also mentioned that things were going well between them.


  So, as a mother, she hoped that her daughter’s feelings would be fulfilled.


  “I hope nothing gets in your way next time.”


  And so, she supported her daughter’s love life.


   


  ──It was around the time when Krone and Elena were enjoying their conversation.


  The battle between Ain and Lloyd has finally come to an end, and Ain has returned to his seat after working up a sweat. With the support of the royal knights, Ain enjoyed his first fight with Lloyd in a long time and showed a satisfied expression.


  “Warren-san, did Krone go that way?”


  “Oh, what do you mean that way?”


  “You know what I mean. Fighting Lloyd-san has sharpened my mind, so I know things even better.”


  Ain didn’t look back but indicated towards the forest with his eyes.


  “Chris isn’t here, so she must have accompanied Krone as an escort.”


  “…How did you notice Lily when she was supposed to be hiding?”


  Satisfied with Warren’s answer, Ain smiled and took a sip of water.


  “Hah, It’s delicious. Really… Lloyd-san is a real physical monster.”


  The fight went on for a long time, resulting in a draw.


  After a short break, there would be a second fight.


  “Besides, it’s so hard.”


  If it were a fight like a deathmatch he had with Marco, it would be a different story.


  In any case, Ain has the time and means to use other techniques.


  However, in a battle like this, which is an extension of training, there is no way that an opponent like Lloyd, who is fully prepared, can be finished easily.


  The royal knights’ swordsmanship is solid, and Lloyd’s is even more solid.


  “Ain, that was cool. Please do your best next time.”


  With Olivia’s support, Ain has filled with energy once again.


  “Thank you very much. I’m going to win next time!”


  He replied with great enthusiasm.


  “I’ve had enough of this. Is it okay with you, Mother?”


  “Are you talking about Heim?”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  “I do… I’ve come this far just because I’m a part of it… But I don’t really think about it anymore. It’s not that I don’t forgive them; it’s just that I have no interest in them anymore.”


  Then Warren straightened up and said.


  “As for me, I’m always ready to make a move if that’s what you two want.”


  Olivia smiled and said the words, seemingly unconcerned.


  “If I ask you to bring me the head of the Roundheart, will you do it for me?”


  “I’ll bring it to you right now.”


  “…Just kidding. It’ll pollute Ishtalika. So it’s really okay to end it.”


  The relationship with Heim was now indeed and truly over.


  From now on, there will be no need for any unnecessary interventions, and there will be less memory of the past relationship.


  “Here, Dill! Eat meat-nya! Get your energy up and get your revenge-nya!”


  “Wait… Ka-Katima-sama? It’s too much… oeeepp.”


  Ain and the others were having a serious conversation, but the useless cat ruined the atmosphere.


  “Ara ara, that sister of mine… Ain, can I ask you a favor?”


  “I know, I know. In the meantime, I’m going to stop that useless cat before the rematch with Lloyd-san.”


  The night went on, and the party continued.


  Even the royal knights joined in the feast, adding color to the last hours on the island.


   


  Chapter 10 – Snow Falling on a Burning Town


  Normally, those who had a meeting with each other would exchange greetings at the end, but this was not the case between the two countries. As per the agreement between Ishtalika and Heim, when they leave the island, diplomatic relations will be severed.


  With that in mind, perhaps there is no need for a final greeting…


  “Then, I look forward to hearing from you.”


  “Understood.”


  Elena was doing a final check with Warren, though it was not a greeting.


  The rest of the party from Heim had already boarded the ship, so Elena only had a few guards standing at a distance.


  Lloyd was standing behind Warren, also at a distance.


  “The first prince has never shown himself… Did he come?”


  “As for His Highness Layfon, he took care of the chores on the ship.”


  Warren heard this and guessed.


  In any case, he probably brought a woman with him and enjoyed her to the fullest on the ship. So there was no need for him to come, he thought.


  “So this is really the last time, is it?”


  “Yes, it will be. So, when you come to Ishtalika, please cross over to Euro via Birdland and give our ship a message.”


  “…What?”


  “Normally, I have no intention of interacting with such a high-ranking official as Elena-dono. But you are the family of someone who has been very good to His Highness. I have no intention of separating you in this life.”


  To Elena’s stunned face, Warren spoke as if it were natural.


  “I spoke to Krone last night as if I were saying goodbye for the rest of our lives.”


  “Oh? I’m sure Krone-dono knew about this too.”


  “──It seems that my own daughter has been deceiving me. Can you please tell her this? Tell her that the next time I meet her, I’ll start with a lecture.”


  “Leave it to me. Then, let’s meet again in our country.”


  Thus Elena turned and headed for Heim’s ship.


  Warren watched her for a moment, then exhaled lightly, turned on his heel, and walked toward the Ishtalika ship.


  Lloyd, who had been waiting nearby, lined up next to him.


  “Will Warren be going to Euro?”


  “No, I’m going to send a civilian. Well, it’s easy enough to get to this point.”


  “All right. By the way, I heard you talking about the first prince.”


  “Oh, it’s nothing serious, but… the first prince is apparently fat.”


  “…That’s a great way of putting it.”


  They laughed at each other and went to the pier and boarded the White King.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  On the way back, Ain was on the White King.


  Now they were looking out the window from Sylvird’s room, discussing the future prospects.


  “The matter of Heim has come to an end. The remaining troublesome matter is──”


  “You mean me being a Demon King?”


  “That too, but also the existence of the Red Fox.”


  “…Those people, what do they want with us?”


  “Well. But according to Marco, they hated the royal family of Ishtalika and were waiting for the return of Ain. In other words, no matter what, we still have business with them.”


  “I don’t understand what it means to be waiting for me, though.”


  “Right. This means that the Red Fox has known Ain for a long time. There are many things that we don’t understand… but we can’t ignore them.”


  Understandably, the Red Fox has a grudge against the royal family of Ishtalika. And the only thing that can be understood is that Ain is essential for clearing the grudge.


  “The problem is that we can’t track them down.”


  “…..”


  “The only lead we have right now is His Majesty the First’s basement, where Ain was reported to have entered. Nobody knows what’s in there but yourself…”


  “Should all the books in the basement be taken to the royal capital?”


  Sylvird nodded without saying a word.


  “I don’t know why Ain was able to open the basement, but can you open it again?”


  “We don’t know if it can be opened again, do we?”


  “What if it doesn’t?”


  It’s better not to try.


  Ain agreed with Sylvird. There are some personal belongings of the first king in the basement, but when it comes to the modern royal family, there is no room for discretion here.


  “The books should be taken to Katima’s laboratory.”


  “Oh… that place is full of secrets too, isn’t it? Katima-san’s place will be restricted.”


  “That won’t matter.”


  “She’ll complain.”


  “That basement was built with her own private money. Let her put up with it a little.”


  Katima had never heard of such a situation, but she would have agreed to it. First of all, it is hard to believe that she, who is passionate about knowledge, would refuse.


  ──Suddenly, the sea shook violently.


  “Mm… What was that?”


  It’s an unusual quake. It wasn’t just a big wave; it was like a wave of a Sea Dragon.


  Ain supported Sylvird’s body and then looked out the window.


  Then.


  “──Grandfather, something seems to have happened.”


  The battleships in the surrounding area were in attack position. There are some battleships firing artillery, and there are also knights throwing their magic tools into the sea.


  As Ain recalled, this area is the sea near Magna. He couldn’t help but feel something was disturbing him.


  Dong, dong, dong! There was a knock on the door with unusual strength.


  “I’ll check it out.”


  When Ain opened the door away from Sylvird, Lloyd came in.


  “Please excuse my rudeness!”


  “Lloyd-san, what the heck is going on outside…?”


  “There’s an unusual number of monsters here! The twins also went into battle, but the monsters outside did not flee when they saw the twins, but attacked them as if they were soldiers ready to die!”


  The twins really didn’t think they would have to work as guards. But this commotion was sudden.


  It’s hard not to feel a sense of déjà vu when Ain has had similar experiences in the past. When he looked out the window to see what was going on, he saw──


  “…That.”


  He was surprised to see Magna, which was gradually closing in towards him.


  The blue and white, cool impression of the port city had changed, and the entire city was engulfed in bright red flames.


  The horrific scene stimulated his ears with the auditory hallucination of mournful cries.


  “Grandfather! Let’s get this fleet to Magna ── No! Have mother and the others all move to the White King… and I will──”


  “Wait! What are you going to do with that?”


  “…I’ll take the battleship and head for Magna.”


  There was no way to say no because it was too dangerous.


  Sylvird turned his head and thought.


  “Wait a minute.”


  “Grandfather!”


  “Just wait a minute!”


  The strong words silenced Ain, and he stared at Sylvird, who was deep in thought.


  With his mouth closed, Sylvird searched for the best solution to his current situation. He agreed to move Olivia and the others to the White King. They are weak and should be protected by this ship. However, he was concerned about Ain’s decision to get on the battleship and head for Magna.


  “Lloyd, what’s the damage?”


  “Yes, sir. All ships are fine, sir.”


  “So──”


  Sylvird decides here.


  “Ain, I can’t allow you to use the battleship, but…”


  “──Grandfather!”


  “Don’t you hear me out! I won’t allow you to use the battleship, but you must use the Princess Olivia! That ship can withstand a monster as powerful as the Sea Dragon, and with the twins on board, there’s no danger!”


  “Your Majesty? Are you sure about this?”


  “And by the way, Lloyd, you go with Ain. I’ll take care of myself, and with Chris guarding Olivia, we’ll be fine.”


  With that, Sylvird left his seat vigorously.


  “The twins also listen to Ain’s words first. If we want to save Magna, we should do so. But don’t get me wrong. This is not an excuse to overreach.”


  The decision had to be communicated to the other battleships.


  Ain and Lloyd followed Sylvird as he ran out of the room.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  It seemed a bit ironic.


  The swarms of underwater monsters that were spreading around were attacking the battleships just as it happened in the past during the Sea Dragon incident, and even if they were not as strong as the Sea Dragons, they had enough strength to make the battleships struggle.


  However, it was the Sea Dragon twins who were slaughtering those monsters.


  If this wasn’t ironic, what would you call it?


  Ain, standing on the deck of the Princess Olivia, smiled bitterly and felt a pain in his chest.


  “It’s my fault.”


  Lloyd asked, looking regretful.


  “I can’t understand it. How can it be Ain-sama’s fault?”


  “Because I insisted on settling things with Heim. My grandfather agreed to come, and many fleets came, even Lloyd-san and Chris. That’s why the security in Ishtalika is so thin…”


  “With all due respect, that’s not true.”


  Lloyd said firmly. He said strongly that the security system had not been overlooked.


  “Just like in the royal capital, the big cities were also involved in the coordination so that they could contact our battleships at any time. In addition, we have no shortage of forces in place.”


  “Even so, we’re under attack.”


  “Yes. But the outcome would have been the same even if we had not gone to the meeting.”


  “How can you be so sure?”


  “…Each city has its own defense system to deal with monsters. It also used magic tools and magic weapons, which can be activated at the discretion of the person guarding in case of unforeseen circumstances ── but there is no sign of them being used this time. Look over there.”


  Lloyd told him to look at the outskirts of the city of Magna. The outside of the city looks no worse for wear. Only the inside of the city is in dire straits.


  Considering this scene.


  “Do you mean that monsters have suddenly appeared… in the city?”


  “Probably.”


  Then whatever the security situation is, it makes no sense. Also, it’s not like Lloyd is usually stationed there.


  “His Majesty was very concerned about our absence in the country. So, to be clear, the security situation in Ishtalika was one step higher than normal.


  So don’t worry about it, Lloyd said.


  He was watching over Ain, who was having a heartache next to him, hoping to relieve some of the pain in his chest.


   


  The city of Magna was slowly approaching.


  The monsters in the sea are being swept away by the power of Princess Olivia and the battleships, but most of all by the power of the Sea Dragon Twins.


  Suddenly, a monster jumps up from the sea and attacks the deck.


  “Gaaaaaaa──!”


  In the blink of an eye, it was attacked by the twins, and its corpse floated in the sea.


  “All right. Now is not the time for regrets.”


  “That’s the spirit.”


  Ain slapped his cheek. He slapped it strongly.


  He then drew his black sword and pointed it at the fire that engulfed the city.


  Ba-dump, his heartbeat vigorously.


  With his heart beating even faster, he walked onto the deck and stood on the bow of the ship.


  “I need to extinguish the flames as quickly as possible.”


  The question is whether there will be enough magic power.


  It only took a moment for him to worry, and he quickly raised his black sword. The clouds drifting in the sky above moved away as if to escape, and a cold air that stung the skin covered the area around Ain.


  Suddenly, out of nowhere, there was the sound of something freezing.


  It wasn’t long before Lloyd looked up at the sky, his brow furrowed, wondering what was going on.


   


  “──Freeze.”
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  It was not a chill caused by cold air. Lloyd was unintentionally pressured by the overwhelming presence of a powerhouse that came from Ain’s voice. He, at the same time, opened his eyes to the torrent of magic power leaking from the black sword held by Ain.


  The black sword’s magic power shimmered like an aurora borealis, a wave of magic power filled with cold air that surpassed that of the frigid Baltic.


  Eventually, the black sword was swung down.


  “Wha… No way…!?”


  Lloyd doubted his own sanity at the sight before him.


  The waves rose into the sky while being released into the city.


  The wave changed shape from the tip, and soon two huge heads reminiscent of Sea Dragons appeared. They gradually took the form of a body and then a tail.


   


  Kakaka ── Ki, kii────.


   


  The sound of freezing reached through the air.


  Lloyd never heard of the power to freeze the magic power entirely.


  “What a huge…”


  After all, the scale is what matters most.


  It’s not as big as an adult Sea Dragon, but it’s still much bigger than a small battleship. It’s hard to describe the sight of two of them swimming through the air towards the city, but it’s a majestic and awe-inspiring sight.


  “…Hah… Hah… Hah…!”


  Suddenly, Ain fell to his knees with his black sword in his hand.


  “Ain-sama!”


  “It’s okay; I think I just used a little too much magic.”


  He felt a pain in his chest that he had never felt before, and his vision was shaky and restless. But he had to check the effects of the Ice Dragon.


  With all his strength, he managed to stand up and look at the city.


  In the center of Magna, above it, the figure of a dragon arched its body.


  The two dragons intertwined with each other, soaring upward with the power to pierce the sky. The complex intertwining of the huge body parts overlaps and eventually transforms into a blue-white twinkling ball of light.


  The change doesn’t stop there, but the ball of light expands, emitting a dazzling flash of light──.


   


  *Crack*


  It burst open with the same stupefying sound as ice shattering.


  The cold air covered the town, and the snow reached the sea along with the strong wind. The fire, which normally would not be extinguished by a dusting of snow, was slowly subsiding throughout the city.


  “Ain-sama… what is this power of yours?”


  “──Lloyd-san, when we get to the city, there will be monsters. So let’s get ready.”


  When Ain, who did not answer Lloyd’s question, said so, Lloyd replied sternly, “You better stay here!” He did not think it was a good idea to go into battle with someone who had just used his black sword as a walking stick.


  “I’m fine now. Come on, let’s go.”


  Ain, who showed a light movement, surely seems to be okay.


  He will not listen to what anyone else says, but he has the strength of will in his eyes that will never be broken.


  “You should not overdo it.”


  “Hmm, I promise you that.”


   


  

  


   


  The flames were not the only damage to the Magna as they approached.


  The city was filled with small monsters, all of which looked very similar to Viscount Sage’s Wyvern that Ain had seen at Ist.


  It had unnatural huge body parts, bloodshot eyes, and instinctive movements without any sense of ego.


  “──That’s the Princess Olivia!”


  The people who had taken refuge by the sea noticed the appearance and shouted with joy.


  Nearby were the Sea Dragon twins kept by Crown Prince Ain, and it was a joyous sight to see the monsters in the sea being dealt with so quickly.


  However, the threat in the city has not disappeared.


  Monsters were rushing in from inside the city along the sea where the evacuated residents were.


  A mother and daughter run desperately to escape from these monsters. But the girl slipped and fell to the ground, separated from her mother’s hand.


  “Mother…!”


  Even though she was very young, she realized that she could not be saved.In that moment she closed her eyes and didn’t call out for her mother, tears spilled down her face.


  “It’s okay.”


  She heard a gentle voice in her ear.


  It was strange to hear such a gentle voice in this city, where the only sounds were the voices of monsters and the sorrowful cries of the people.


  But the girl did not open her eyes and waited for the end. But the end never came, not even for a moment.


  “Eh…?”


  After a weak voice, she finally opened her eyes.


  When she looked back at the path she had come from, she saw that a large number of monsters were dead.


  All of them, without exception, was cut in two, and not a single one of them was still breathing.


  “Are you hurt?”


  “No… but…”


  Who is he? She thought to herself.


  The man in front of her was dressed in royal attire, but his hands were covered in jet-black armor, and he looked nothing like an Ishtalikan royal.


  But when the man looked back at her, the Magna-raised girl immediately understood.


  “That’s good to hear. You’re safe now.”


  The hero everyone knew reached out his hand to her.


  The girl, unlike before, shed large tears of relief. The hero put his hand on her back as she stood up, and the warmth and gentleness of the human skin quieted the distortions in her mind.


  The people gradually noticed his appearance and rejoiced.


  “Ain-sama! Watch out!”


  Lloyd appeared, shouting loudly and swinging his greatsword. The one who was cut down was a monster that appeared from Ain’s blind spot.


  “Don’t let your guard down.”


  “Please be careful!”


  “Yeah, I thought it was okay because Lloyd-san and Dill were here, and also──”


  In addition, a monster appears from above Lloyd’s head, from the roof. As soon as the monster came down, it never moved again, and its body was cut in two.


  When he looked closely, he saw that the monster he had defeated also had scars he did not recognize.


  “Weren’t you a bit careless too?”


  “Kuh… haha… haahaahaha! I’m very sorry! It seems I’ve been putting my own inexperience on the line!”


  “It’s not like that ─── Well.”


  Ain drew his sword here.


  He had pulled it out many times before, but this was the first time he had exposed it to the public for all to see.


  Then he raised his sword high into the sky.


  “Disappear!”


  After a murmur, he thrust the sword into the ground.


  What would happen if Ain, who had become a Demon King, used the Ocean Current skill?


  The answer is simple: it will be on an even greater scale than before. The surface of the nearby sea rose up all at once, creating a wall of water.


  The wall of water quickly became as fine as raindrops and quickly extinguished the houses near the coast.


  “T-this is… Oh my, this is really impressive.”


  “I’m happy to hear your praise, but we’re not done yet.”


  There are many monsters in the city. If they don’t get rid of them soon, the casualties will only increase.


  The people of Magna called out to Ain, who was about to leave.


  “Your Highness the Crown Prince!”


  Lloyd and Dill, who would normally condemn them for their rudeness, let them off the hook for now.


  “I believe you are… from the stall. What’s wrong?”


  “Y-yes! Actually, His Majesty the First’s villa is──”


  When he heard the voice, Ain looked towards the cape.


  The villa of the first king, Geil, is also enveloped in flames, just like any other.


  “Lloyd-san, tell the knights who came to the city. We’ll head straight for the villa. The rest of them should defeat the monsters in the city.”


  He wanted to defeat the monsters himself if he could. But that’s not possible. There are a lot of important documents in the basement of the villa, and if he doesn’t hurry to extinguish the fire there, it will be too late.


  Lloyd nodded to Ain’s words and gave instructions in a loud voice.


  Meanwhile, Ain looked at the stall owner’s store.


  Perhaps he was doing business today, but there were overcooked skewers lined up in front of his store. Ain picked it up and brought it to his mouth.


  It smelled burnt and was covered with the saltwater from earlier, making it unappealing.


  “You should also hurry up and do the restoration work so that everyone can enjoy your skewers again.”


  Saying goodbye to the tearful owner, Ain ran off with Lloyd and Dill. They were headed for the cape where the villa was located.


  He avoided going along the seaside as he had done when he was in secret and ran through the city.


  The knight’s voice urges the people to evacuate. The screams of the people. The sound of collapsing houses. The smell of burning that stung the nose only made him feel more uncomfortable, and his cheeks naturally twisted.


  (I should probably use the power of the Ice Dragon again, but…)


  But no.


  The next time, he might actually collapse.


  Suddenly.


  “Someone, send in reinforcements… No! There are too many of them…!”


  When Ain looked in the direction where the voice came from, there was a knight. He can see at a glance that he was holding a small boy in his arms and was fighting to protect him.


  There are many monsters that will attack the knight.


  Lloyd turned to go for backup, but the distance was too great. It was only natural for Ain to pull out his black sword as he imagined the worst possible outcome.


  The sequence of actions was unconscious.


  Dullahan’s hand armor was summoned in his hand as he moved to pull out the black sword. He was clad in the power of Dullahan, the strongest swordsman, which suited the black sword well.


  “Please make it in time──”


  He raised his sword, and this time, instead of wearing cold air, he wore jet-black magic power.


  As he swung down the sword with great force, the jet-black magic power became a gust of wind that attacked the monster. The monster, which had lost its vitality in an instant, lay down, and relief flooded the knight’s face.


  “Y-Your Highness! Why are you here…? No! How can I thank you for saving our lives…?”


  “Don’t worry about it! What’s the situation in the city?”


  “Yes! Most of the people have already been evacuated!”


  The only thing left to do is to protect the people who failed to escape.


  Exhaling and patting his chest, Ain was lost in thought. He thought that he should save the people of Magna, who were now in need of help, instead of going to the villa.


  “The city is in the hands of our knights! Your Highness, please take care of the villa of His Majesty the First!”


  “Ain-sama, a knight, has his duties. They have their own things to do, and we have ours. Please heed the knight’s wishes and let’s move on.”


  “…Lloyd-san.”


  “If the monsters have been reduced in number, there is no problem. Now, let’s hurry up!”


  Ain faced down in regret and shook his fist in a small motion.


  After a few seconds, he made up his mind, looked up and said to the knight.


  “I want you to take care of the city!”


  After receiving the crown prince’s declaration, the knight regained his energy and replied in a loud voice.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  When Ain arrived at the cape, he saw that the villa was in ruins. Its former beauty had been burned to the ground, and there was an altered appearance.


  Although there were many monsters in the vicinity, they were no match for the three of them. It was no hardship at all, and the pain in his heart from seeing the current state of the villa was more serious.


  “How did this happen…?”


  Dill said, stepping forward.


  The villa is in more dire straits than any private home he’s ever seen.


  How about the basement?


  Instead of praying for safety, Ain decided to use the Ocean Current.


  “──Dill! Get back!”


  However, when Ain noticed something, he stopped his hand and hurriedly called Dill back.


  “Ain-sama, what’s wrong all of a sudden──?”


  “Just back off!”


  He forcefully grabbed Dill’s hand and put all his strength into his legs to get away from the villa. He grabbed Lloyd’s body along the way and pulled him away.


  The two of them, looking for an explanation, soon saw the reason.


  A ray of light pierced the sky from the villa. The glow was not a blinding light but jet-black, creating a black, purple atmosphere around them.


  Soon, a crack appeared in the ground in front of Ain.


  The cape collapsed in the blink of an eye, and the entire villa crumbled into the sea.


  “Don’t leave my side.”


  Ain held his hand up in the air.


  “That air is miasma. My powers are working on their own.”


  The air around them was quickly purified, but it was definitely miasma. It wasn’t just miasma, either. Lloyd and Dill understood that just by looking at it.


  “What a high concentration of miasma!”


  “Father… how did that much miasma get here?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know, but… it’s something that can’t be ignored.”


  Ain turned his head away, thinking about something else, as well as the fact that he had lost the basement of his villa.


  He gritted his teeth as he looked down at the city of Magna, where the commotion had yet to die down.


  “It’s them.”


  There’s no doubt about it. It was the Red Fox.


  It’s the same with the monsters they’ve seen so far, and they took the trouble to turn the first king’s villa into nothing. No doubt they knew about the underground basement and acted accordingly.


  “…..Unforgivable.”


  The city had already suffered many casualties.


  The destruction of the buildings was fine. But the lives of the people that were lost will not return.


  Ain looked up at the sky, his body trembling with a rage he had never felt before.


  “If you hate the royal family… if you want to kill me, why don’t you just aim at me?”


  As he drew his black sword, the red light of the city reflected dully off it.


  Suddenly, Marco’s image seemed to be reflected in the sword’s blade, and the hand that grasped the hilt was filled with strength.


  “A… Ain… sama…?”


  The frozen ground spreads out from underneath Ain’s feet.


  Dill gasped at the sight and blinked repeatedly.


  “I won’t let them do what they want anymore.”


  Following his words, he raised his black sword high into the sky.


  Dill and Lloyd, who was standing beside him, thought he was using the power of the Ocean Current ── but they were wrong.


  That would only be able to extinguish the fire in the vicinity, and the anger of Ain now has a magic power in his body that is beyond human comprehension.


  “The man you want to kill is… right here!”


  A silvery-white magic power overflows from the black sword. As soon as Ain thrusts his black sword into the ground, a glow of light appears around him.


  The ground around the cape is frozen, and the sea below is also frozen as the whole area is as cold as the winter in the adventurer’s town of Baltic.


  ──Gi, gigigi.


  When the ice on the surface of the sea cracked, it shattered all at once.


  What emerged from the shattering was a pillar of ice. However, it was not just a pillar. It had an appearance that could be mistaken for a tree if it were brown.


  It looked like a giant ice tree.


  In the blink of an eye, the ice tree grew higher and higher until it reached a height of several hundred meters. When the ice branches began to grow from the top, they quickly enveloped the entire city of Magna.


  “This can’t be…!”


  Lloyd exclaimed in surprise.


  This is not something that can be done by a human being. It is truly an act of God.


  Immediately, as if in response to the great ice tree, roots made of ice appeared from all over the city. The roots flickered with a pale light like fireflies, the same light that was emitted when the illusory hand absorbed the magic stone. The evidence of this is the monsters that had been rampaging in the town were inside the ice roots.


  The great ice tree continued to grow, creating a fantastic scene.


  “…Ain-sama.”


  Dill was the one who let out a voice.


  What crossed his mind was the battle between Marco and Ain.


  He had always wondered why Ain had grown so rapidly that day. If Ain had become the Demon King, then… the reason for Sylvird’s silence would be reasonable.


  It was the only thing he could think of when he saw the scene unfolding in front of him.


  “Let’s go, both of you.”


  Ain started to walk towards the city.


  “There might still be monsters. They’ll need us.”


  The two of them nodded simultaneously when they heard his voice.


  With a sigh… snowflakes fell on their hands. The next thing they knew, snow was falling all over Magna.


  When they looked up at the sky, wondering why, they saw that the great ice trees had as many leaves on them as trees in midsummer.


  The leaves, however, are all cold snow.


  The great ice tree, which makes it snow, was extinguishing the flames in the city.


  This was incomparable to the power of the Ice Dragon, which turned the area white in a matter of seconds.


  “It seems that this is not just snow.”


  It’s a mysterious power, but the city is more important now.


  “Dill, we’re going to accompany Ain-sama.”


  “Yes!”


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  A man was sitting on a hill outside of the city, looking at the great ice tree.


  “Ah… Aaaaahh, what an incredible power! Not only is it as brilliant as that of Arche, but it has the potential to be so much more!”


  The white robe he wore was spotless, even though the sparks from the fire had reached this far.


  He repositioned his glasses and gazed lovingly at the great tree towering high in the sky.


  “I want to study that power.”


  He licked his tongue.


  “I need to cut the body, open the head, and let me take a good, long look at the magic stone inside.”


  He said the words without hiding his desire for knowledge.


  As soon as the special snowflakes falling down reached his hand, he immediately put them in his mouth.


  It tastes… normal.


  The taste is normal, but the magic is so pure that he holds his upper body in his hands and shakes his body.


  It had been a long time since he had shuddered at such sweetness.


  “…Th-this is enough!”


  Someone called out to him. The voice belonged to the first prince of Heim, Layfon’s men.


  “I’m with Layfon-dono! And I have kept my promise to you!”


  “Yes, you have been very helpful.”


  “Now it’s your turn to keep your promise…! You’ll give me back my family!”


  “Yes, I did, I promised. If you give me the magic tools that Layfon gave you, I will save your family. Layfon wouldn’t have kept his promise anyway, and if you had been captured by Ishtalika, you would have been condemned to death.”


  The reality is different. Elena and Warren’s exchange has saved their lives. But those of them here didn’t know that and were being taken advantage of.


  “Oh! You’re a famous researcher named Oz, aren’t you? That’s why I believed you!”


  “It’s an honor.”


  Oz smiled and walked away.


  “Did you know? Most contracts cease to exist when the other party dies.”


  “…Eh.”


  “Farewell.”


  Oz put his hand on the man’s face.


  Then the miasma from his hand enveloped the man, and he quickly──.


  “Is this the first time you’ve breathed in a thick miasma? Oh, I don’t think you hear me anymore.”


  Seeing the man lying on the ground, Oz stepped on him like a stone on the road and walked away from Magna.


  “Oh, I’m in the best mood. I want to strip naked and run around the royal capital,” he said.


  “There’s more to the story, Your Highness.”


  He said as he walked briskly.


  “The man who was so passionate about his research could not stop his desire to know something. He remained on the continent and blended into the long history of the world. Eventually, he led the people to build the Tower of Wisdom and set up a paradise for himself. ──And”


  And so the old story continues.


  “He was an avid researcher ─── No, I’m glad to see you again.”


  His body shivered, perhaps from the cold.


  Or maybe it was a joy.


  “This is the beginning, Your Highness. It’s about time she, or even the chief, turned on you.”


  Once again, he looked up at the great ice tree.


  Then he disappeared, smiling broadly.


   


  Epilogue


  A few weeks after the meeting with Heim.


  It was a day with a cloudless blue sky. On the pier in the harbor of the royal capital, Krone sat down next to Ain with her back against a wooden box and began to read a document she was holding in her hand.


  “Thanks to Ain, the number of casualties was miraculously low…”


  “…I can’t rejoice because there were a few who were killed, but I’m glad that we were able to save as many as possible.”


  It’s not an exaggeration to say that the entire port city of Magna was engulfed in flames, but the number of casualties was really low, according to reports.


  Incidentally, that day, the great ice tree disappeared as soon as the fire was extinguished.


  In the end, Ain’s physical strength had reached its limit.


  “How long do you think it will take to recover?”


  “Most likely… it will take about two years to restore the city to the way it was before. I asked my grandfather the other day, and he said that.”


  It was a shorter time than Ain had thought.


  According to Sylvird, the royal family has also promised a full recovery. It is natural, but there is no doubt that it will play a role in the swift recovery.


  “The twins saved the day, too.”


  Ain laughed as he looked at the twins jumping around offshore.


  “Fufu, Katima-sama said, ‘Thanks to me-nya,’ you know.”


  “That’s probably true. Katima-san has been feeding the magic stone to me… and it is connected to the increase in strength.”


  “Do you want me to thank her?”


  “I’ll tell her that. I’ll do it. It’s the least I can do.”


  Then Ain straightened his back.


  There has been a lot of work lately.


  Because it seemed to be a bit of a busy season, as well as the incident at Magna.


  “Do you want to take some time off?”


  Thump, thump.


  Next to him, Krone tapped her knee.


  “Um… eh?”


  “Are you pretending not to understand? Or do you really not understand?”


  “…I wonder which it is.”


  Thinking it would be a bad idea to be embarrassed, Ain slowly lowered his body.


  He put his head on her lap, looked up, and was greeted by a happy smile looking down at him. The care with which she gently moved her head so as not to be dazzled by the sunlight was typical of Krone.


  The gentle sea breeze caressed both of their cheeks.


  He listened carefully to the sound of birds hunting for small fish and closed his eyes.


  He felt as if he was going to fall asleep before long.


  “I’ll wake you up, so you can go back to sleep.”


  “You know exactly what I mean. I’m going to doze off at this rate.”


  “Because it’s Ain.”


  “Is that how it is?”


  “Yes, that’s how it is.”


  The smooth touch of Krone’s hand softly caressed Ain’s cheek. Her scent filled his nostrils and soothed his mind.


  “But I feel like we should just keep talking.”


  “Geez… you’re so selfish.”


  But Krone didn’t say “no,” she smiled.


  “Maybe we should go to Magna sometime when we have more time.”


  Perhaps she was concerned about Ain and wanted to give him a chance to visit it.


  And then.


  “R-really?”


  The two of them collapsed in a heap. Quickly reaching out, they rolled over in a hug on the pier.


  “…Ain?”


  “I’m sorry, I just got excited.”


  The two faces are so close together that their breaths can reach each other as if they were sleeping together.
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  They stared at each other.


  They look at each other without saying a word.


  Krone was unhappy, and Ain chuckled apologetically.


  “Isn’t it possible to solve this problem if I just sleep like this…?”


  The words that leaked out spontaneously surprised Ain himself, but Krone extended her arm before Ain could rephrase them. She used Ain’s hand as a pillow and gently closed her eyes.


  “It’s a wonderful invitation, isn’t it?”


  “No, I mean, I said it unconsciously.”


  “If you tell me I’m making a mistake here, I’ll be so sad I might cry.”


  She will certainly not cry, but such a holiday might not be bad… for a change of pace.


  “I don’t think it’s a mistake… Yeah.”


  It is necessary to pray that no one finds out.


  However, it does not mean that he is unhappy about this situation.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  From a short distance away, Dill was there, watching the two of them and letting out a sigh.


  “Hah… Ain-sama… You should think about the place…”


  On a fishing boat anchored in the harbor, he let out another big, loud sigh.


  “O-oh… I’ve heard rumors about the two of them, but…”


  “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to pretend you never saw them.”


  “No problem. His Highness has been so kind to me. I haven’t seen anything!”


  The stall owner where Ain bought the serpent fish said boldly, “I didn’t see anything!”


  The reason he was in the capital was to thank Ain. Ain’s actions at the time of the disturbance were a feat for which all the people of Magna were grateful.


  So the shopkeeper had come to the capital as a representative.


  The wooden boxes he was piling up were filled with fresh fish that had been kept cool with magic tools.


  “Is that all you have over there?”


  “Yes! The whole city’s fishermen have been catching them! They packed a lot of great stuff!”


  “I understand. If you don’t mind, why don’t you go to see Ain-sama later?”


  “Oh… That’s tempting, but I’d better get home and get back to my reconstruction work.”


  The owner of the stall smiled and crossed his tanned arms.


  “Oops, I almost forgot. If it’s okay, I would appreciate it if you could deliver… this letter to His Highness.”


  “What’s this?”


  When Dill looked at the letter handed to him, he saw that it was poorly written on a cheap envelope.


  “It’s a letter from the girl who was saved by His Highness that day.”


  Then Dill remembered it too.


  “It might be rude for His Highness to accept it, but…”


  “No, Ain-sama is very pleased with these letters. He will probably write a reply, so don’t worry.”


  “Hey, hey! As expected of our hero!”


  Dill said goodbye to the stall owner, who laughed again and said, “Take care.” 


  When he returned to the pier, Ain and Krone were nowhere to be seen, but he looked in their direction and muttered.


  “…I suppose I should let it pass for today at least.”


  It would be tactless to say anything, considering the feats of that day.


  Dill moved over and sat down on a wooden box so as not to disturb the two of them. He held up the letter he had just received to the blue sky.


  “Even heroes need a mental break.”


  He carried a gentle tone of voice on the wind.


   


  Afterword


  I’m Yuuki Ryou, the author. Thank you very much for picking up volume five.


  There’s one more thing I want to thank you for.


  As of writing this Afterword, it has gone into its third printing.


  As the author of the original story, I am very happy, not to mention delighted that so many people have read “Magic Stone Gourmet” drawn by Sugawara-sensei.


  I hope you will continue to enjoy the original work as well as the manga.


  Now, let’s talk about the sixth volume of the original story.


  The new place Ain visits is the village of the elves, which is also Chris’ birthplace. The elves are a race that doesn’t have much interaction with other races, but because of Chris’s family name, a new story awaits Ain.


  The Red Fox ─── who is said to have controlled the Demon Lord in the past, and Ain is now evolving into that Demon King. How will Ain, who has become the Demon King, deal with the strange fate that has been going on for hundreds of years? A story that involves not only Ishtalika but the whole world will unfold.


  As in the past, I will not only revise the web version but will also add a new story.


  The sixth volume, which will also feature a “new magic stone,” will be finished so that everyone can enjoy it, and I hope you will look forward to it.


  Last but not least, I would like to thank everyone who worked on this fifth volume.


  Naruse-sensei drew a larger version of Ain on the cover this time after he became a Demon King.


  The “Magic Stone Gourmet” would not have been possible without Naruse-sensei’s help. I can’t thank you enough for the wonderful illustrations and drawings.


  I would also like to express my sincere gratitude to the designer who was in charge of the bookbinding.


  I would also like to thank the two editors in charge for their continued support. Thanks to them, we have been able to publish the fifth volume, and I really can’t thank them enough. I would also like to thank the bookstores and everyone involved in the distribution process, including the sales staff.


  I would also like to express my heartfelt gratitude to everyone who has picked up the fifth volume.


  Thank you very, very much.


   


  I hope to see you again in volume six, and I would like to conclude my greetings with this fifth volume.


  Please look forward to more “Magic Stone Gourmet” in the future.
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