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  Prologue


  The circular walls were covered with trees.


  It was a room in a mansion that had been hollowed out from a large tree that had been growing for an uncanny number of years, with few furnishings and a modest interior.


  There was an old woman sitting on a carpet in the middle of the room.


  “The beast has begun to move, I should think so.”


  Just like in the old days, when the Demon Lord Arche went out of control.


  “──The letter from His Majesty and the incident in the port city of Magna. This can’t be a coincidence.”


  She muttered in resignation and looked down at the letter in her hand.


  The wax stamped on the letter was the seal of the royal family.


  She hesitated to reply. In fact, she had received the letter months ago and still hadn’t responded to it. It would have been rude to treat the royal family like that, but she had put off her response.


  But she had reached her limit, and it was not her intention to make them wait any longer.


  “Sierra?”


  She said in a short, intonation-less voice, and after a pause of about ten seconds, the door of the room opened.


  “Grandmother, I’m here.”


  The person who appeared was a beautiful woman.


  “Yes. I have a favor to ask you. Come to my side first.”


  In response to the old woman’s voice, the beautiful woman called Sierra stepped onto the carpet. She eventually came in front of the old woman and sat down on the carpet on one knee, waiting for her to speak.


  “You know about the port city of Magna, don’t you?”


  “Yes, I know about it. It was a tragic event, the villa of His Majesty the First was damaged and sank to the bottom of the sea.”


  The old woman nodded when she heard Sierra’s words.


  “It is a situation that we Elves cannot ignore. That’s why I’m asking you to visit the villa of His Majesty the First on my behalf. Do you understand why?”


  “Because we Elves owe the First Majesty a debt of gratitude that cannot be repaid. In addition, many of our people are heartbroken by this incident. That’s why I need to leave this place and offer my prayers at the site of the villa on behalf of my grandmother, the chief.”


  The chief heard Sierra’s reply and nodded back in satisfaction.


  “You shall take our warriors and head there in formal attire soon. And then──.”


  This is where the chief’s main concern began.


  “On your way back, I want you to go to the royal capital on my behalf and deliver a letter to His Majesty.”


  “Understood.”


  She replied solemnly, but she could still see Chris’s face in her mind. It was hard to keep her cheek from relaxing when she realized that she would be able to meet her after a long time.


  “Also, I’ll have you deliver the invitation to His Highness the Crown Prince. Let us invite him to visit the innermost part of this land.”


  Hearing these words, Sierra was so shocked that she put her hands on the floor.


  “Grandmother! Do you mean to invite His Highness to the sanctuary?”


  On the other hand, the chief remained calm in the face of Sierra’s surprise, as if it was only natural. On the surface, she is aloof, without the slightest change in color.


  She also spun new words without affirming or denying them.


  “Now go tell our warriors that you are going to Magna. I will now acknowledge the two letters. Make sure you deliver them to the royal capital.”


  “Grandmother!”


  “That’s all I have to say. Now go to the warrior.”


  No matter how many times she asked, she would never receive the answer she wanted.


  Seeing the chief’s stubborn demeanor, Sierra straightened up her posture with resignation and opened her mouth in the same stern manner she had used when she came in.


  “──I understand.”


  She said this and then quietly left the room.


  The chief who remained in the room looked up at the ceiling and lowered her eyes when she had finished watching Sierra’s back. Her lips moved weakly.


  “Your Majesty Gail, please protect Ishtalika.”


  She prayed into the void with a stifled voice.


   


  Chapter 1 – Letter From A Childhood Friend


  It was early autumn when the colors of the leaves on the street trees were gradually changing and falling. It was on a day, about a month after the meeting with Heim.


  When Ain heard about the recovery of the port city of Magna, he was relieved to learn that it was going well.


  However, the culprit who had brought the monster to the city had not yet been found. Although it is certain that it was the Red Fox, the fact that not even the slightest trace of it has been left behind is still disturbing.


  Therefore, he couldn’t stop praying for information to be found as soon as possible.


   


  It was breakfast time.


  Ain, who had finished his daily training, walked around the castle.


  “──Ah.”


  As soon as he entered the castle, he saw Chris holding a letter with her hand on her head in the hall.


  “Chris!”


  “Ah… Ain-sama, good morning.”


  She quickly turned around and let her proud golden hair dominate.


  The morning sun shining through the window glass illuminated her profile and colored her picturesque smile. She still has the same inhuman beauty, but the sweet expression she gives to Ain is always dainty.


  As proof of this, she came running up to him today───.


  (What’s going on?)


  Contrary to expectations, today was different from the norm.


  She seemed to be a little gloomy… or even confused.


  (Is it safe to ask?)


  He wondered if it was okay to ask.


  In the end, he decided to ask after taking a glance at the letter Chris was holding.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Um… I’m not sure how to say it…”


  “Okay, so something is wrong.”


  At least it didn’t seem serious.


  Chris now looked embarrassed, and she didn’t seem to be in any kind of trouble. As if to prove it, she said hurriedly.


  “I-it’s just a matter of my feelings!”


  “Your feelings? Did someone ask you to marry him?”


  “Mmm.”


  She pouted her lips in frustration and looked up at Ain with narrowed eyes.


  “If it were, I wouldn’t be in so much trouble! It would have been the end of the story if I had just said no to the marriage proposal!”


  “So, what’s the reason for your grumpy expression…?”


  “Geez! I don’t know! It’s your fault, Ain-sama!”


  “Eeh… I’m sorry.”


  Ain honestly didn’t know the reason, but he apologized reflexively.


  Chris also noticed it when she saw Ain’s face. But she didn’t want him to think she was a bother, so she kept her composure and asked lightly, “Marriage proposal?” But then she decided to forget about the fact that he had asked her that.


  Therefore.


  “My childhood friend is coming to the capital next week.”


  She said, regaining her composure.


  “It seems she went all the way to the port city of Magna with a lot of people. She wrote in her letter that she would stop by the royal capital on her way back.”


  “Hee… I wonder what they were doing there.”


  “It seems it was about His Majesty the First’s villa. I believe the chief was heartbroken. Elves are usually secluded in the forest, and I can’t think of any other reason for them to go away.


  Ain couldn’t help but chuckle at the word “secluded.”


  But he knew how the Elves live. They don’t interact with other races at all, and it’s rare for them to come out of their villages.


  But it’s amazing that they went out and went to the port city of Magna.


  “Hmm?”


  But Ain still had a question.


  “I understand that Chris’s childhood friend is coming, but what’s the problem?”


  “It’s not so much a problem, but… it’s already been decades since I’ve last seen her ── Ahem. I have not seen her in years, and I am embarrassed. Sigh… They’re going to come to the castle in formal wear anyway… It’s unnecessarily exaggerated…”


  What does she mean by exaggerated? Before Ain could ask, he saw Chris’s exhausted expression and laughed again.


  It will come out sooner or later anyway.


  Right now, he wanted to work on Chris in front of him more than anything else.


  “Anyway, let’s have breakfast together.”


  After saying this, the crown prince Ain put his hand on her shoulder.


   


  

  


   


  The stars in the night sky seemed to be arranged a little differently than in the summer.


  It’s not like he’s been looking at the stars every day; it’s just a vague feeling. After thinking about this, Ain returned his gaze from outside the window to inside the salon.


  He waited quietly until Sylvird, sitting on the sofa in front of him, returned the glass to the table.


  “I’m a little concerned about the movements of the Elves.


  Sylvird said.


  “That’s why I called you here, Ain.”


  He had also heard about the letter Chris had received. And the contents were reported in detail by Ain.


  “I thought we were going to have a chat.”


  “That’s not so bad. But since Ain is involved in this matter, I want to tell you about it.”


  “Me?”


  “Yeah, this involves the former Demon Lord’s territory.”


  When Ain heard the words, he straightened up.


  “How much do you know about the chief of the Elves?”


  “No, I’ve never heard of her at all.”


  “That’s where I’ll start. The chief of the Elves was once at the side of the first king. She survived that war and has lived to the present day as one of the longest-lived of the Elves.”


  “──From the time of the first king?”


  “It’s understandable that you are surprised. As I mentioned earlier, she’s particularly long-lived.”


  But it’s been more than 500 years. As expected, Ain never thought that those who had seen the first king, Gail, were still alive.


  “This brings me back to what I said about being curious about the movements of the Elves. I didn’t tell you, but I had sent a letter to the chief of the Elves a few months ago. I asked her if she knew anything about the relationship between the two words, former Demon Lord’s territory and His Majesty the First.”


  “You didn’t mention the tombstone in the Demon Lord’s castle.”


  “Of course not. If she doesn’t know, that’s fine. If she does, I just wanted to ask. But I’m sure of it. I am convinced that the chief of the Elves must know something about it.”


  Sylvird’s conviction was justified.


  In fact, if she had been by the side of the first king, she would have known. It would be unnatural for her not to know that the first king was from the former Demon Lord’s territory and that he was family to the Demon Lord Arche.


  “There’s not even a little bit of information left in the modern world about the origins of His Majesty the First.”


  However, this time it’s a different story.


  “But if she had seen it in person, she would know about it.”


  “Right? That’s why I wrote to her to find out more. It’s about information that His Majesty the First would have deliberately erased. ──But.”


  The results did not go as expected.


  It only bothered him more.


  “She has not sent me any reply at all. And yet, she suddenly sent her people to the ruins of the first king’s villa, and on the way back, she will stop by at the capital? If it weren’t for the Elves, I would have summoned them with a royal decree!”


  There was a reason why Sylvird didn’t do it.


  “But I dare not do it.”


  This is one of the reasons why the Elves are in a unique position in Ishtalika. A few hundred years ago, when the Elves first joined the people of Ishtalika.


  (Certainly…)


  This is a story that Ain also learned after he started attending the academy.


  The Forest People Elves pledged their allegiance to His Majesty the First, not to the nation of Ishtalika.


  Furthermore,the chief is the only archduke in Ishtalika. That’s why the royalty and nobility had never nagged the chief for more obedience.


  “The great contribution of the Elves to His Majesty the First is well documented.”


  “As I recall, they played an active role in the post-war reconstruction.”


  “That’s right. Even now, it’s not an exaggeration to say that it’s an autonomous region, and that’s why it retains its appearance… What should I do?”


  It’s hard to believe that he was confused about answering the letter.


  If that were the case, they wouldn’t have gone to the first king’s villa first, and if that were the case, they would have ignored the letter, which, as Sylvird thought, was a bit of a curious move.


  “Perhaps we should send a messenger to Sith Mill once more.”


  “Grandfather, what is Sith Mill?”


  “I guess it can’t be helped if Ain doesn’t know. It is an old Elven word meaning ‘silver and green.’ Nowadays, it is only used by the Elves who live in the area or in the nearby frontier cities. It refers to the forests and settlements where the Elves live. Hasn’t Chris ever told you about them?”


  “No, I don’t think so. Chris told me a few times that it was called the Elven villages.”


  “That’s not a wrong way to call it either. The Elves would have preferred to be called Sith Mill, though.”


  “I see. I shall call it that then.”


  The conversation was quiet at this point.


  Sylvird picked up his glass again. Ain took a sip of cold water as well.


  Both of them, who knew the secret story of the founding of the country, were getting fed up with the tediousness of the story so far. If the chief of the Elves had replied to one of the letters, it would have been a different story.


  “Do you think it’s possible that the Red Fox is actually involved?”


  “I’ve thought the same thing.”


  “Then──.”


  A moment when he was about to say that it should be investigated thoroughly.


  “But that’s just not possible.”


  Siylvird shook his head.


  “The Red Fox is not allowed to set foot in Sith Mill. As long as there is a sanctuary in Sith Mill.”


  “What’s that amazing place?”


  “It is a special place that has been warding off all foreign invaders. It’s powerful enough to protect the entire Sith Mill from foreign invaders, but it has one drawback.”


  “Eh?”


  “It’s too powerful for outside magic to reach it.”


  “Does that mean we can’t use the Messenger Birds?”


  Sylvird nodded immediately.


  The only way to contact Sith Mill is by human power after setting foot in it. This is not something that Sylvird has seen with his own eyes, but it is information that the researchers have actually examined before.


  Warren also seemed to know the story and had a strong persuasive power against Ain.


  “At any rate, I don’t think it has anything to do with the Red Fox.”


  But the fact remains that the Elves’ movements are worrisome.


  At least for now.


  “I’ll wait for them to come to the royal capital. If they don’t say anything to me, we can ask them directly.”


  That’s all they can do here.


  They decided to wait and see.


   


  After leaving the salon alone, Ain went to his room and thought about the port city of Magna.


  It was about a month ago.


  That day, for the first time since he became the Demon King, Ain had used a power that transcended human knowledge. He vividly remembered that he had surprised Lloyd and the others who had accompanied him.


  “I’m glad to see she’s doing well.”


  Ain reached into his pocket and pulled out a letter written in poor handwriting. This is the letter he received from Sylvird just a few minutes ago before he told him about the Elves. The sender was the girl Ain had saved in the port city of Magna, and there were many words of thanks written inside.


  Knowing that she was fine made him feel really happy.


  Therefore.


  ──What is the chief of the Elves thinking?


  That’s what makes him curious.


  Although Sylvird said that the sanctuary makes it impossible to have anything to do with the Red Fox, it still doesn’t remove his suspicion enough to worry about whether they are friend or foe.


  “Marco… if you were here…”


  He thought about the living armor he had fought in the former Demon Lord territory, the Demon Lord Castle.


  If he were still alive, he would have been a reliable ally. He was a loyal vassal who remained loyal to Ishtalika until the moment the light of life went out. He would have known about the Elven chief this time and would have acted as an intermediary.


  He felt a pang of melancholy, and suddenly.


  He felt his chest shake lightly.


  “───”


  Could it be that he was encouraging me? Ain thought.


  He knew it couldn’t be, but somehow, his mouth slackened.


  Ain put his hand on the doorknob of his room when he arrived, muttered with a sigh, “I guess we’ll see how it goes first,” as Sylvird did, and went inside.


   


  He turned on the light from the magic tool and sat down on the sofa with some fatigue.


  He surrendered his body to the sinking cushions without defying them.


  (What should I do?)


  He felt fatigued, as if he was sleepy, but not yet sleepy.


  But he didn’t have anything to do, and he felt bored. He didn’t feel like studying, so he was in a strange and languid mood.


  Maybe it’s because he has been thinking too much.


  It was the moment when he decided to do some reading.


  Knock, Knock.


  A sound of an elegant knock echoed through the room, although Ain himself thought it was a funny phrase to say. It was as if it represented the personality of the visitor, a lingering sound similar to what one might hear after listening to a good opera.


  “Come in.”


  He responded.


  “Good evening.”


  This time, he heard a light voice like a rolled bell.


  The one who appeared was Olivia, wearing a sweet scent.


  “Why don’t we have a little chat?”


  She may have just finished taking a bath, but her neck and chest were slightly flushed. She was wearing an outfit that showed off her uneven body, but the fabric was so thin that if he wasn’t careful, he could almost see through her underwear.


  In the face of her glamor, Ain averted his gaze before he could reply.


  Then she took advantage of the gap and approached him with a speed that would have surprised an assassin.


  “I-it’s… too close, isn’t it?”


  “Really? I like it when we’re this close.”


  As soon as she was close enough, Olivia leaned over the back of Ain, who was sitting on the sofa and wrapped her arms around his neck in a hug.


  It was a little too close for comfort, though he could understand what she meant.


  The warmth and softness of her shoulder blades pressed against his.


  The scent from her hair as she stroked Ain’s cheek seemed to melt his brain. The short exhale of “phew…” that he heard in his ear for a moment was also incendiary.


  “I came here because I wanted to talk to you, Ain. Were you busy?”


  It doesn’t matter whenever she wants to come over.


  But if possible, he wanted her to stop talking in his ear. For now, he smiled wryly and replied, “It’s fine,” to which Olivia said with relief, “That’s good then.”


  “We haven’t been able to talk much lately.”


  “That’s true if you ask me. Both Mother and I have been busy.”


  “Especially since Ain has been so busy lately.”


  “…Because of the incident in the port city of Magna.”


  “Yeah, I know. …That was a tragic event. If it hadn’t been for Ain, many more lives would have been lost.”


  “The only reason I was able to help was because Grandfather allowed me to.”


  “No, it was Ain who did more than anyone else.”


  She praised Ain with a voice full of compassion, one of the reasons she was known as a saint.


  The power of receptivity that she radiates is never given to anyone but Ain. It is an overwhelming mass of love that makes one want to surrender everything to it.


  The languidness he had felt earlier disappeared like a lie.


  He began to feel a sense of security as if he could sleep right now.


  “Kuh.”


  He was immediately noticed and laughed at.


  “Ain is still Ain even when he grows up, isn’t it?”


  After she said that.


  She suddenly opened her mouth as if she remembered.


  “Are you able to root now?”


  “If you mean by my own will, I haven’t actually tried.”


  As a Dryad, his maturity came after he was able to grow roots.


  He was able to get the roots out of his body at that time…


  That’s right after he came back from the adventurer’s town of Baltic and before he had to fight Marco.


  When he thought about it, he never once tried to see if he could grow roots, since then. He’s been through so much since then that it’s not even possible to do so.


  “How do you get the roots out?”


  “Just think about it. There’s nothing difficult about it. We are Dryads, so as long as we think it’s natural to produce roots, we can do it.”


  “…I see.”


  He had no idea.


  Would it have been different if he had been born with the awareness of being a Dryad?


  He closed his eyes for a moment.


  (Root… Roots…)


  He remembered the day when he grew roots for the first time. He sometimes groaned and furrowed his brow, wondering if he could get it out somehow…


  (I didn’t do it of my own volition that day either, to begin with.)


  The basic premise collapsed, and he couldn’t help but let out a self-mockery. He almost gave up.


  “Ain is strong even without roots, and since the Toxin Decomposition EX can absorb magic power, your body may have decided that you don’t need to take out roots.”


  He felt her concern for him as she sensed his resignation.


  He could get it out eventually.


  Ain gave up on rooting altogether and turned his head to Olivia behind him to regain his composure.


  “Would you like some tea before bed?”


  Needless to say, Olivia agreed with a big smile on her face.


  It was the first time in a long time that they had spent the night talking, and they continued to do so until the end of the day.


  It wasn’t his imagination that Ain was able to sleep more deeply than usual that night. It was so natural that it seemed inevitable.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The next day, Ain was on official business in the castle town.


  He was in a carriage moving through the town.


  Krone, sitting next to Ain, bent down lightly, looked up at Ain, and opened her mouth in a reserved manner, looking slightly uncomfortable.


  “Do you have a moment?”


  Her lips were glossy, and her eyelashes were long. And Ain couldn’t help but notice the jewel-like violet crystal eyes that were hidden behind them. Her silky hair, a mixture of silver and blue jade swept smoothly as she tilted her head back.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Yes, I’m worried about Chris-san.”


  When Ain heard that, he knew.


  It was yesterday, but now Chris seems to be fidgety and restless. He felt that it had something to do with the fact that she usually sat with him in the carriage, but now she was riding a horse outside to guard him.


  Now, apparently, Krone didn’t know about Chris’s childhood friend. But seeing Ain’s reaction just now, she closed the distance between them.


  “Do you know anything about it?”


  “Yes, I know. She said something about her childhood friend coming.”


  “Her childhood friend…?”


  “Yes. She said her childhood friend from the Elven village is coming.”


  “It’s unusual for an Elf from Sith Mill to come all the way to the royal capital.”


  It’s not surprising that Krone knew the name Sith Mill.


  “I heard that they’re stopping by the royal capital on their way back from a trip to His Majesty the First’s villa. Chris’s cheeks twitched a little when she said it was going to be ostentatious.”


  “Ostentatious? You mean the Elves?”


  “I heard that. I don’t really understand it either.”


  “But how is it ostentatious? I’m starting to wonder.”


  “Yeah, I’m surprised you don’t know that, Krone.”


  “What do you think I am?”


  She pouted her lips, but she didn’t look unhappy.


  She smiled as if she couldn’t help it, with a glimpse of sweetness in her eyes.


  The carriage suddenly jolted lightly, bringing them closer and closer together. However, neither of them was nervous or embarrassed; they acted as if it was quite natural and continued to talk.


   


  “Please don’t say anything to Ain-sama, please don’t say anything to Ain-sama──.”


   


  Chris’s voice reached Ain’s ears, which had become more audible since his transformation into a Demon King.


  The reason why she’s so fidgety now is probably because she’s afraid that her childhood friend will tell everyone about her old, embarrassing past.


  When Krone saw him chuckle, she was taken aback.


  “What’s wrong with your sudden smile?”


  “It’s nothing. It’s nothing serious.”


  Perhaps there is no more embarrassing story than the escape from an epidemic… but Chris, the Elf, can’t say that.


  “Fuh, why don’t you tell me?”


  “Um, what are you doing reaching for my thigh?”


  She didn’t like the fact that Ain was laughing to himself.


  Krone’s fingertips clawed at Ain’s thigh, tickling it with a gentle motion like a feather snatching.


  “It might tickle a little.”


  “Of course it does. It’s supposed to.”


  “Yeah… are you serious…?”


  “If not, I can always get even.”


  In other words, on the thighs.


  Ain looked for a moment at the feet peeking out of the black skirt of the uniform and then at Krone’s face. It was a good thing that he had taken the time to stare at her for even a second, she said, mischievously provoking him.


  “What’s up with the sudden stop?”


  “No… look.”


  It is indeed daring to touch it like that.


  It’s a little late for that now since he almost kissed her on the beach when the meeting with Heim took place. But there are times when he had to make an excuse in his mind, and he turned away and looked out the window.


  Krone, who was sitting next to him, leaned forward lightly and put her face close to Ain’s profile.


  “Fufu, you’ve turned red.”


  She lightly pecked Ain’s cheek, which had turned red with a hint of embarrassment.


   


  Chapter 2 – The Coming of The Elves


  Both Sylvird and Ain spent the week as usual.


  They were curious about the Elves’ movements, but they had official business to attend to. They had just finished a meeting with Heim the summer before, and with the turmoil in the port city of Magna, they had been busy with work.


   


  And today.


  The White Rose Station, the largest station in Ishtalika, and the main street running through the center of the royal capital was in confusion. The noise was out of the ordinary, and the crowd was caused by people’s interest.


  Ain, who was watching the scene from the balcony of his room, opened his mouth and exclaimed.


  “…Amazing.”


  What he saw was a group of Elves walking down the main street. They’re silent even as they take in the gaze of the people.


  They’re not many, only a few dozen. The way they lined up in a vertical line resembled a knight’s march, but their appearance and attire also made them look fantastic and stern.


  In the long vertical line, Elves, who looked like warriors, stood in front and behind.


  They were dressed in leather armor and woven shoes. They all wore their long hair pulled back in an all-black bun, and their appearance was nothing short of fearless.


  Also, the warriors standing in the middle of the line had flags raised in front of their chests.


  There seemed to be someone walking as if being protected by a warrior holding a flag.


  Could that be the chief of the Elves? Ain speculated that, but the center of the line could not be seen because of the flag-wielding warriors walking around.


  “──Okay.”


  It’s time for him to go as well. He’ll go to the audience hall where his grandfather is waiting.


  He walked back into the room from the balcony with his black sword on his hip, which he doesn’t usually carry in the castle, and roughly took his cloak off the couch and put it on his sleeve.


  If the Elves do anything to them──.


  When the time came, he would draw his sword without asking Sylvird.


  He made up his mind that he would pull out his sword to protect his family, even if it meant that Chris would be sad, and he lightly slapped his cheek one last time before leaving the room.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  It was with this strong determination that he had left the room. In the time it took for the Elves to enter the castle and come to the audience hall, he was even more determined.


  But what could be wrong with that? What’s wrong with this situation?


  “I have no words to express my joy at meeting you, Most Honored One.”


  An Elven woman who had stepped up to Ain, who was standing next to Sylvird, broke her knees and said this. She didn’t even kneel down to greet the king first, giving priority to Ain.


  “Mm….. mm…”


  Even though King Sylvird was not expecting this situation, he was baffled by this disrespect. Even though he had been a bit cautious until now, he wondered what this situation was…


  The three who were present were Lloyd, Warren, and Chris, who also seemed to be at a loss for words.


  But.


  “Why did you bow to me? You should have bowed to His Majesty before me.”


  

  On the other hand, Ain still had the presence of mind to say it firmly.


  First, he glared at the woman kneeling before him and then at the warriors who had come with her.


  At first glance, he could see that the warriors seemed to be as fierce as or more than the royal knights.


  But they gasped in front of Ain with a power they had never felt before.


  “I am afraid I have something to say to you, Most Honored One.”


  The woman opened her mouth without fear.


  At this point, Ain looked at her calmly. Perhaps it was because she was also an Elf, but her appearance was striking. She had a slightly hard face that gave the impression of being honorable.


  The clothes worn by the female Elves are a bit revealing, but there is a certain elegance in the way she wore her shawl.


  “We Elves are a race that owes allegiance to His Majesty the First. We have never lost our reverence for the royal family that is in the lineage of His Majesty the First.”


  “Then why did you bow to me before His Majesty?”


  “Because His Royal Highness the Crown Prince is a Dryad.”


  “…Huh?”


  “We Elves, who live with nature, have great respect for the Dryads. It is for this reason that we have approached you as we have.”


  This was an extremely disrespectful statement, even for the king. However, Ain looked at Chris with a wry smile in front of the woman who said it so proudly.


  She must be feeling extremely sorry for the situation. Her face was very pale, and she looked like she was about to say that she would take responsibility.


  This situation was not what Ain wanted, and he let out a sigh before opening his mouth.


  “I don’t want that. If you cannot pay respect to His Majesty, I am not ready to accept the respect of the Elves.”


  He boldly stated.


  The Elves in front of him looked at Ain unafraid for more than ten seconds.


  “…..I apologize for any offense I may have caused.”


  She put her hand on her left breast and bowed deeply again.


  “Yeah, that’s fine. I just want to tell you, since you’re the chief, that from now on, you’ll always put His Majesty first, not me.”


  “───”


  She looked as if she had lost her bearings.


  “I’m sorry for the late introduction. I am Sierra, the granddaughter of the chief.”


  “Eh… G-granddaughter…?”


  “I also apologize for the lack of my report. Because of her advanced age, she rarely leaves her residence anymore. I have come as her representative.”


  It didn’t look like she was lying. Her eyes were dignified and unmoved, and they did not waver in the slightest.


  When Ain looked at Sylvird, it seemed that Sylvird knew that she was not the chief. However, he didn’t seem to know that the chief wasn’t coming, so he narrowed his eyes and stroked his beard.


  “Your Majesty, please forgive my earlier insolence.”


  “No matter. I don’t care as much as Ain does. And?”


  “I understand, Your Majesty. I believe you demand the Chief’s message.”


  “So you have it.”


  “Yes, I do.”


  The audience hall was filled with confusion.


  The people waiting in the castle, as well as the Elves, had no idea what the two of them were discussing and had questions on their faces.


  Ain and Sylvird had been wondering about the chief’s mysterious movements for some time.


  (Didn’t the warriors know about Grandfather’s letter?)


  It seems that Sierra is the only one who knows.


  On the other hand, Sierra does not respond to the confusion of those around her but takes out an envelope from her pocket.


  “Let me take care of it.”


  Warren took the letter and exchanged glances with Sylvird. Normally, Warren would be the one to check the letter first, but today, Sylvird would be the one to read it.


  “…..”


  Silence.


  There was only an overwhelming silence.


  Sylvird, who was following the letter with his eyes, drew all the attention. The shadow of a pillar made by the incoming light snatched Ain’s cheek.


  “I did receive it.”


  When he looked up, he didn’t seem as alert as he did the other day. Instead, he seemed to be troubled by something.


  “Sierra, was it? Do you know what it is?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “Well then, good. I will answer this question after I speak with the crown prince. Now, how long can you Elves stay in the capital?”


  “We decided to stay for two days. It is not my intention to be away from my village for too long.”


  “Then you will return to Sith Mill the day after tomorrow?”


  When Sierra heard this, she nodded deeply and responded.


  “Warren.”


  “Yes.”


  “Prepare a room for everyone.”


  This means that they have decided to welcome the Elves.


  (Grandfather has decided that they are not a threat.)


  Anyone who can get a room in the castle is at least not an enemy.


  He could tell that the letter Sylvird had just received was a factor that made him decide that. That’s why Ain was very intrigued by the letter’s contents and waited anxiously for the time when he could hear it.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The sun was setting, and Ain was stretched out on a chair in his office.


  “Are you tired?”


  “I’ve been working since noon, after all. You must be getting tired too now, Krone.”


  “I’m… right. I think my eyes are getting a little tired too.”


  Krone rubbed her eyes with her fingertips.


  She had been concentrating on paperwork for a long time, and now she felt like taking a break. Ain put his hand on Krone’s shoulder as she tried to stand up.


  She was about to leave the office and go get a drink or a snack.


  “Geez, what’s wrong?”


  “I’ll get the drinks and stuff. Martha-san and the servants will still be busy with the Elves, after all.”


  “That’s why I have to go…”


  “No problem. You can rest first, Krone.”


  He looked at her with gentle, calm eyes. Kroner hated the tactlessness of disregarding his kindness.


  “Is it okay to spoil me?”


  “It’s always nice to be spoiled, isn’t it?”


  With a wave of his hand, Ain left the office.


  As he stepped out into the corridor, he noticed that, unlike usual, the castle was bustling and a bit hectic.


  It couldn’t be helped, though, since dozens of people had suddenly been invited to stay.


  “I wondered what the letter to my grandfather was about.”


  He couldn’t help but be curious about it while he was working.


  But Sylvird said he would have time to talk to Ain. Perhaps now Sylvird is looking at the letter in his room or elsewhere, trying to figure out the chief’s true intentions, or perhaps he’s thinking of something else.


  One thing that patted his chest was the fact that he had let down his guard against the Elves.


  But Ain was still on his guard, and he still had his black sword on his hip.


  “Would it be too much of a bother for me to go to… my grandfather’s room?”


  In the end, it was better to wait.


  After gathering his thoughts, he approached the stairs to the lower floor.


  Then.


  “──Y-you can’t do that!”


  Chris’s voice came from below, filled with desperation.


  Ain couldn’t help hiding in the shadows nearby and peeking out.


  “All that stuff about when I was a kid and everything! No! Everything before I came to the royal capital, please don’t tell anyone!”


  “Why?”


  The next voice that he heard was.


  (Is that Sierra-san?)


  It was Sierra, whom he had met in the audience hall during the day.


  “I think His Highness will enjoy hearing it.”


  “I would be embarrassed!”


  “You might be right. But His Highness is going to enjoy it. When you think about it, your embarrassment seems insignificant, doesn’t it?”


  “Maybe so… Ah! You’re laughing! You’re laughing at me because I’m lost!”
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  Sierra put her hand over her mouth and laughed, saying something plausible.


  “You’re still the same, aren’t you, Chris?”


  “…What do you mean the same?”


  “It’s a secret. But I was relieved. I haven’t seen you in years, and it’s good to see you looking so well.”


  “I’ve been sending you letters, though.”


  Ain wondered if Chris had been in touch with Sierra because they were childhood friends.


  “Are you stupid? I’ve only received one letter from you in almost ten years.”


  When he heard this reply, he thought about it. He wondered why Chris had said, “I sent you a letter,” as if it were a matter of course.


  (I feel sorry for Sierra-san on this one.)


  She even let out a sigh. They didn’t seem to be on bad terms with each other, and on the contrary, Chris’s unguarded answer showed that they had a comfortable relationship.


  If that’s the case, why doesn’t she send her a few more letters?


  Even if she is a long-lived Elf.


  “Not sure I sent you just one letter…!”


  “Okay. If you think it’s normal to receive only one letter every ten years, I’ll ask His Highness about it.”


  If she were to ask him, his reply would be obvious.


  (It’s not normal.)


  And.


  “It’s unfair to ask Ain-sama!”


  “It’s not unfair. I just want his opinion.”


  “Mmm…!”


  Chris’s lips puckered up in frustration, but Ain couldn’t do anything about it. In fact, he’s even considering taking Sierra’s side.


  Eventually, however, he couldn’t hear their voices anymore. It seems that the two of them have gone somewhere else.


  “I need to go get a drink or something for now.”


  So, if someone asks him about the letter later, he’ll tell them. Once every ten years is too little, indeed.


   


  

  


   


  The following day, the metallic sound that roared through the training grounds tore through the sky.


  The sunlight reflected off the dazzling flashes of swords, making the surrounding area shimmer like diamond dust. The sharp wind reaches their cheeks, plus the earth-shaking with each impact. The Elven warriors who had been watching the two training were at a loss for words at the sight before them.


  “Nuh…!”


  There was a shimmering in one direction, and Lloyd, who was in that direction, furrowed his brow.


  “Looks like you’ve taken your skills to the next level!”


  He was pushed, but the dominance in his words did not disappear.


  Lloyd’s stiff arm swells, and more blood pours into it, making the veins appear. In order to swing down the fullest blow to the boy in front of him, which strengthened.


  “Will you accept the full extent of my greatsword…? Ain-sama.”


  The Elven warriors who were watching doubted Lloyd’s sanity. No matter how much of a training sword it is, a direct hit will not result in only a minor injury to Ain.


  But from the point of view of the royal knights, it was easy to guess what they were thinking.


  And Lloyd’s seriousness is also a familiar sight these days.


  “I’ll accept, Lloyd-san.”


  Ain, who had been swinging his sword until now, was there in a deflated stance.


  Lloyd grinned fearlessly.


  With divine speed, he unleashes a swing like the rush of a dragon.


  “Hahaha! I knew that was coming…!”


  Looking at the giant sword that swung down from the huge body of Lloyd, Ain held his sword to his side and took it in an upright position.　


  Then the sparks from the fierce battle between the two of them scattered.


  The shockwave rippled around the two of them.


  “Nuoooooooo…”


  As Lloyd’s arms expand further, Ain’s body is finally pushed down. Still, his stance never collapses, giving the impression that it is only due to the weight difference.


  Eventually──.


  While letting his breath out, Lloyd’s arm relaxed.


  “This is…”


  The overuse of physical strength has loosened his muscle. He tried to keep his distance and adjust his stance.


  “I’m not going to let you escape──”


  Ain took advantage of the opportunity and pushed the sword back with great force.


  After a loud metallic sound, Lloyd’s upper body bounced back with great force.


  But Lloyd is also a marshal. He is the strongest knight in Ishtalika.


  “I won’t let you… Aah! I’m not going to let you!”


  There is no technique for forceful movement.


  He bent his knees with a forceful body movement and held his sword in the upper position, pointing it to the side. There, Ain’s flash came at Lloyd without hesitation.


  “Nuoo… Oooooohhh… Aaahh…!”


  Ain, standing in front of the roaring Lloyd, was certainly muscular. He doesn’t have slender, thick muscles but a polished body devoid of excess flesh.


  The shockwaves from Ain were even greater than Lloyd’s.


  The fight was over.


  Just when everyone thought it was over.


  “Waaa ─── Uh…!”


  “Mmm!”


  The swords of the two men shattered without any notice. It was like throwing a pebble against a glass window, and it shattered.


  “Good grief, I knew this would happen.”


  “It’s too hard, Lloyd-san. You need to have a special sword made for this kind of thing, or it will definitely break…”


  This is the way it has always ended up for them, even though they have had many encounters with each other in the past.


  The sword can not withstand the physical strength and impact of the two of them, and the sword will make a noise first.


  They both smiled bitterly and shrugged their shoulders. As they do so, the sound of applause arrives from the Elven warriors, praising them both.


  “…Oh, thanks.”


  It’s embarrassing to receive applause for mere training.


  Responding with a slight wave, Ain picked up a towel that had been placed on a nearby chair.


  “It seems that the day when I can lose even with a sword is not so far away.”


  “What do you mean, with a sword?”


  “If you use your skills, I will be no match for you, Ain-sama. That’s why I’m training now. I thought there was something I could teach you with a sword, but it looks like there’s not much left to teach you.”


  “…I don’t think so. My sword is not as refined as Lloyd-san’s and Chris’s.”


  “You’re being modest.”


  “I’m not being modest. I’m not that conceited.”


  However, he didn’t deny that he could win with something other than his sword. This is unusual for Ain, who does not often boast about his abilities, but this is not intentional.


  It was probably pure confidence. At any rate, it was something that Lloyd, who had been his sword instructor, would be proud of.


  “Speaking of which.”


  A question suddenly flashed through Ain’s mind, perhaps because of the presence of the Elves at the moment.


  “Is it true that Celes-san was stronger than Lloyd-san?”


  “Mm, that’s a name I never thought I’d hear from Ain-sama… Who in the world did you hear that from?”


  “I’ll keep it a secret who told me that.”


  “Hmm, it’s certainly not a topic to be discussed lightly. I think it would be better if I didn’t ask about the informant either.”


  If that’s the case, then Ain knows about Rufei, Sylvird’s first child. Lloyd did not mention it, even though he had guessed it.


  “In my entire life, there is only one person that I have not been able to land a single blow on.”


  “──Lloyd-san, not even a single blow?”


  Lloyd nodded with a bitter smile that was filled with regret.


  “Just as it disappeared like a mist, a torrent of sword fights came from front and back, left and right, and up and down. I’ve never seen anything like it. If I were to stand in front of it now, it would be impossible for me to take even a single sword strike.”


  “I’ve heard she’s strong, but I didn’t know she was that strong.”


  “That’s it. No matter how many times I fight, I’m sure I’m no match for her.”


  Ain wanted to see her swordsmanship at least once, if possible.


  With an unfulfilled wish, Ain wiped the large beads of sweat from his cheeks with his sleeve.


  As he spoke, the sweat was cooling him down.


  “We’ll have official business this afternoon. Why don’t you go and take a bath?”


  “I will. Thank you, Lloyd-san, for training me again today.”


  “Likewise.”


  Ain listened to Lloyd’s reply for the last time and left the training ground.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  It felt so good to soak in the large bath in the morning.


  After washing off the sweat from his training, Ain had breakfast and rested until his afternoon work, but he was in the corridor looking listless.


  He wondered if Chris would be with Sierra again.


  He started to wonder if he would be called by Sylvird anytime soon.


  “You look good as always.”


  Sierra’s voice could be heard in front of a certain salon.


  Ain stopped, approached the door, and listened carefully.


  “Yes, it suits you very well.”


  “Thank you, Krone-san, even if it’s not very──! Sierra! Hurry up and… get the cloak you were wearing yesterday…!”


  “I didn’t bring it. It doesn’t matter if we’re the only ones here.”


  Now, Ain had no idea what they were doing.


  There was nothing evil about their adulterous conversation. The only thing he could tell was that Sierra was changing into something and that Chris was not happy.


  “I wonder what they’re doing?”


  He reached for the door because he was just curious.


  At the same time, he thought it would be a bad idea not to knock, so he tapped lightly.


  “Sorry, it’s me. What are you doing?”


  And then he heard something crash in the room. He heard the sound of something collapsing and heard Chris’s pathetic voice saying, “Whoa!” and Sierra’s sigh of dismay.


  Ain was dumbfounded in front of the door, but Krone answered.


  “You can come in if you want, Ain.”


  It was as if it was only natural.


  And then.


  “No!”


  Chris refused without pausing.


  No matter how much Krone says it’s okay, it’s still──.


  “Your Highness, please come in.”


  There was a backup from Sierra.


  This unexpected support made him unconsciously reach for the doorknob. But it didn’t change the fact that Chris said she didn’t want to… As he was hesitating, the door to the salon was opened.


  “Don’t worry about her answer. She’s just embarrassed.”


  The only difference from yesterday was the clothes. She was dressed not in formal wear but in a light traditional costume.


  “Just embarrassed?”


  “Yes. I think it would be better for you to see yourself rather than ask me. Please, come inside.”


  “Um… okay.”


  When he entered the room, it was more chaotic than usual.


  Wooden boxes and cloth. There are also two woven vine baskets on the floor that contain a change of clothes for two people.


  As Ain averted his gaze, thinking that this was not something that he, a man, should be looking at, his eyes met Krone’s.


  “Do you think it looks good on me?”


  “Look good on you? Ah, those clothes.”


  She was sitting on the couch, and her clothes were unlike anything he had ever seen before.


  Her appearance was mysterious yet elegant and somehow sacred.


  The cloth that hides her breasts reaches down to her neck, but there is so little of it that if she turns around, her white back is exposed. Her skirt, which hides her slim waist, is also short. Both fabrics were shiny as if they were woven from silk, but thin, emphasizing the unevenness of the body even more than the many skin tones that were exposed.


  The lace that covered her limbs from the chest up accentuated her innocence, making her look like a fairy drawn in a book.


  “I wanted to ask you what you thought, but I think I’ve had enough.”


  That’s just as well.


  Ain was at a loss for words, and he was admiring her.


  Although words were still important, it was never bad to be able to express oneself in such a way.


  “Please come here.”


  Without saying a word, he sat down next to her as she invited him.


  …Her skin was even closer than usual.


  Due to their height difference, even the cleavage of her breasts can be seen in the field of vision, which is poisonous to the eyes.


  Ain flinched and turned his head away.


  “Sierra-san lent me her Elven formal wear. If it’s possible, I would also wear a cloak like the one she wore yesterday. …Hey, hey, why don’t you look at me?”


  “A lot is going on.”


  “Ara, I don’t know what you mean. So, why don’t you look at me and tell me?”


  She flirted with him, trying to be sweet. Even though it was obvious that she knew exactly what was going on, the fact that she bothered to ask again was mean.


  “It’s…”


  “It’s?”


  “It’s because it looked so good on you… you know?”


  He closed it with a question, which made it sound uncomfortable.


  But from the point of view of Krone, a heartfelt voice is more pleasing than a flattering one made up of words that only sound good.


  Even if he faltered and looked embarrassed.


  “Thank you. If Ain says so, then it was worth the effort to change my clothes.”


  At this point, Ain realized something. He finally understood what Chris meant when she said she wanted a cloak.


  “Um, Sierra-san.”


  “What is it?”


  “I’d like to ask you to get a jacket for Krone.”


  “I’m very sorry. We don’t have one in this room…”


  Oh, right, that’s why Chris was in a hurry.


  (And where is Chris…)


  I looked around the room, feeling that I had conveniently noticed him and that I had a good reason.


  He had to be somewhere, but I couldn’t find him at all.


  “Where is Chris?”


  “She’s over there.”


  “Over there? You mean the curtains ── Eh, yeah…”


  It’s like a bagworm.


  There was a thick curtain wrapped around her whole body, hiding her entire body beautifully. Her face is as red as a boiled Kraken as she dexterously pulls her face out of the gap and looks at Ain.


  “Hello, Ain-sama.”


  She kept her face clear and unconcerned, but what to do?


  “It’s a pleasure to see you again this morning. By the way, would you mind closing your eyes for about ten seconds?”


  She would probably change her clothes during that time.


  He could have left the room, but before he knew it, Krone had grabbed him by the arm.


  “No. It’s not acceptable to not show off to His Highness once you’ve changed your clothes. As a childhood friend, I cannot tolerate such disrespect.”


  “It’s not about disrespect; it’s about… why are you approaching me? Sierra?”


  “Don’t worry about it. I’m just going to pull back the curtain.”


  “That’s the least of the problems! Hey! You can’t just pull──”


  I can’t do it with my powers. Maybe I’ll just use some magic.”


  A snap of the fingers and the wind danced from Sierra’s hand. The wind that Ain felt was not strong, but it blew strangely and powerfully against the curtain that hid Chris.


  “You have no choice but to show off. Give it up.”


  “…But if it’s this much wind!”


  Chris’s desperate resistance paid off, and the curtain did not come off. But Sierra was smiling at this point.


  “I don’t mind at all if you keep it up.”


  “It’s not like you to admit defeat… Huh!?”


  She noticed. The curtain covering the upper body is protected, but the feet are not. In other words, the short length of the clothes exposed only the thighs and below.


  It was embarrassing to be like this.


  The half-exposed clothes were, on the contrary, incendiary, and combined with Chris’s innocent gesture; they were very stimulating.


  (Let’s not look at it.)


  That was for Chris’s honor.


  However, when he looked in the opposite direction, his eyes met Krone’s this time. Either way, Ain drooped, knowing that it was still a poisonous sight for his eyes.


  At the same time, the wind that Sierra had caused stopped, and Chris patted his chest.


  “I’ll be right there.”


  He stood up while putting his hands on his jacket.


  “Fufu, that’s good.”


  Krone, who nodded knowingly, seemed to know what he was doing.


  “Chris, come on out.”


  “I-I need to prepare myself a little more!”


  “I know. I’m not going to stare at you.”


  “Mm… That’s not exactly what I meant…”


  In the face of a slightly troublesome maiden’s heart, Ain mended a smile.


  On the other hand, Sierra, who has been messing around with her for a while now, looks dumbfounded and can’t say anything.


  “Come on, just come here.”


  Ain reached for the curtain, but Chris’s resistance was not strong. In fact, she even slightly peeled the curtain away. It was almost irresistible and easy.


  But before he could see her embarrassedly hugging her upper body.


  He quickly hung up his jacket.


  “Oh…”


  “Are you okay with this?”


  Ain’s jacket was quite large for Chris. It’s also a lot looser and longer than Elven’s formal attire, so less skin is exposed.


  “…..I-it’s cold.”


  She said and lovingly plucked at the sleeve of the jacket, an irresistible gesture. The feeling of happiness overwhelmed my shame, and I silently followed behind him as he walked.
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  Now, as Sierra was watching the scene. 


  “I’m surprised… that girl was so attached to him…”


  She was impressed with Chris’s attitude without Chris realizing it.


   


  They enjoyed chatting for a few minutes.


  Their outfits were stimulating, but they got used to each other after a while. At some point, Chris took off Ain’s jacket, too, and they enjoyed a pleasant conversation.


 

  When Ain asked what they were doing now, they left the salon to change.


  For some reason, Sierra, who had followed him, was standing next to him with her back against the wall.


  “Unlike yesterday, you have changed your tone.”


  “What tone? …Oh, you mean the way I spoke in the audience hall is different?”


  “Yes. Unlike the way you spoke to His Highness when the situation was heated up, I could feel that you were very approachable and that you had a very gentle personality.”


  It’s not that he was particularly conscious of it. It was either a lack of caution or simply a feeling of familiarity.


  “I can’t believe that Sierra-san was pressured, though.”


  “No way. Even then, she had cold sweat on her neck. As proof, she missed handing over something the chief had given her.”


  Then Sierra handed Ain a letter.


  “It’s a letter of invitation from the chief. She said she would like to meet you at Sith Mill.”


  “──Invitation to me, huh?” Said Ain. He smiled and stretched out his hand to receive the letter, waiting for more words.


  “In fact, the letter I gave to you yesterday has some of the same wording.”


  “I don’t understand. Why is she inviting me now when she didn’t send a reply until today? You called me an honorable one… I’m sorry to say it, but I’m also curious about the invitation to Sith Mill.”


  “It was all the fault of the chief. I apologize on behalf of the chief.”


  After all, it doesn’t look like Sierra has any ulterior motives.


  She’s a talented woman, but on the other hand, she doesn’t look like she’s trying to pull a dirty trick on Ain, and she’s trying to be sincere.


  “I have not heard the details either. But the chief was struggling with her reply.”


  “Oh.”


  “Also, the reason why you were invited was because of the chief’s health. She can no longer travel for long periods, even in the Sith Mill. Her body is too old for that.”


  “If so, I don’t know. You could have sent a message to my grandfather before you went to the port city of Magna.”


  “You’re right. But the chief was troubled by that.”


  Ain was not so simple as to be able to nod his head in agreement with the word “troubled.”


  He’s still doubting the chief’s true intentions.


  “…..I’ve been entrusted with a message to Your Highness in case this happens.”


  Sierra looked at Ain with a pair of eyes like a polished sword.


  “I want to tell you what I know about the former royal capital. And there is something I want to tell you about the Red Fox. This is what she said.”


  “──What did you just say?”


  When Ain heard the words, he closed in on Sierra.


  “Oh, please calm down! That’s why! About the former royal capital and the Red Fox and…! With all due respect, I don’t know the meaning of what was said! Only the chief could understand it…!”


  “…All right.”


  He apologized and ruminated on what he had just heard before distancing himself.


  “It’s no wonder why grandfather didn’t call me right away.”


  “As I told you earlier, I know nothing about it. Even when I, her granddaughter, asked, the chief, grandmother, did not tell me the meaning of the words.”


  On the contrary, she asked if Ain knew something. She looked at him like that, but Ain pretended not to notice.


  “I’ll accept the invitation.”


  In any case, he would like to discuss it with Sylvird.


  If he believed the chief’s words, he should go, but just a few days ago, there was a disturbance in the port city of Magna. As long as the threat of the Red Fox has not been eliminated, it is unwise for him to leave the capital unnecessarily.


  “There is one thing I want to ask you.”


  “Whatever you need.”


  “Will it be a problem for me to bring my knights to Sith Mill?”


  “I’m afraid to say that it will be difficult for anyone other than Your Highness and Chris. As you know, we Elves have a closed-minded side. If you call it an anachronism, I can’t deny it. But for that reason, we are not prepared to accept many people.”


  Especially on the mental side.


  Chris can go with him. His assistant, Krone, will have to wait in a nearby city. But he would have to ask Dill to wait as well, and he felt bad about that.


  “Are you sure it’s only me and Chris who can go?”


  “It pains me to say this, but exactly as you say. …That’s right, if you and Chris come to Sith Mill, you might want to go to the sanctuary as well.”


  “Can I go? I’m an outsider, you know?”


  “Normally, it would be out of the question, but the chief said that she would like Your Highness to visit the sanctuary. Between you and me, I’m actually not sure of the chief’s true intentions. …I’m not even sure if Your Highness can enter the sanctuary in the first place.”


  “Oh, are there guards?”


  “There are guards, but the chief has given permission, so there is no problem. The problem is the sanctuary itself. That place is sealed, and not everyone can enter.”


  The mystery only deepened.


  Even Sierra had a puzzled look on her face. Apparently, Sierra really didn’t know anything about it.


  “Of all the people I know, only three have been able to set foot in the sanctuary.”


  She held up three fingers.


  “The first is the chief.”


  And.


  “The second is Chris. And the third was her sister, Celestina-dono.”


  “Why are only those two…?”


  The only certain thing is that they are both parts of the Wernstein family.


  “The people of Sith Mill were also curious. They wondered why those two were the only ones who could set foot in the sanctuary. And why did the chief give them permission?”


  It was a mundane, needless to say, question.


  Just as he thought that, Chris’s voice arrived from the other side of the door.


  “Ain-sama! Thank you for waiting!”


  She seemed to have finished getting dressed.


  “It was an interesting story. But I can’t say for sure that I’ll go to Sith Mill. I’ll have to talk to my grandfather about it.”


  He said this, but inside he was wrong.


  The sanctuary, the permission that was only given to the two people with the Wernstein family name, the story of the former Demon Lord’s territory, and the Red Fox that the chief of the Elves knew.


  It seemed that not going to the village was not an option.


  Although Ain didn’t say it at the time, he was inclined to go to Sith Mill.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  On the same night, Ain had time to talk with Sylvird.


  It was in a small room at the back of the audience hall, and the two of them were the only ones who had been present. They exchanged the letters they had received from Sierra and checked each other’s content.


  There was nothing false in Sierra’s words, and there was not much difference in the contents.


  Then Ain shared what he had heard from Sierra.


  “It seems clear to me. The chief seems to know something about a lot of things.”


  “…I think I should go to the Sith Mill. It hasn’t been long since the commotion in the port city of Magna, but I can hear about the Red Fox. And also about His Majesty the First. So about the academy──”


  “Hmm. Naturally, I will allow you to take time off for official business. If it were only about His Majesty the First, it would have been fine anyway…”


  “I’d like to hear about the Red Fox right now.”


  However, there is one thing that concerns him.


  “The only two people who can go to Sith Mill are Ain and Chris, right?”


  “Apparently. Is it dangerous?”


  “I can’t say there’s no danger. But there are no monsters in Sith Mill. There are only small, harmless animals, and there is no threat of foreign enemies.”


  The other problem is the Red Fox.


  “It can’t be helped. We’ll keep the matter of Ain’s departure from the capital secret so that the lurking Red Fox won’t find out about it. In fact, we could call a doctor to the castle, claiming that Ain is ill. It’s even better if we spread rumors.”


  “…You’re going too far.”


  “Hahahaha… It’s a joke, of course.”


  But Ain agreed that it should be done in secret.


  “But it’s a long way to Sith Mill.”


  Sylvird smiled bitterly as he rubbed his beard, then looked up at the ceiling and remembered.


  “I’ve traveled to a nearby city before. It took me a full day and a half to get there by water train. And from what I’ve heard, it takes half a day on foot to reach the Elven dwellings in Sith Mill.”


  Ain’s cheek twitched as he realized that the distance was far greater than he had imagined.


  It took two full days after leaving the capital to finally reach the chief. It would be a ridiculously long journey.


  “Do you want to stop?”


  Sylvird said with a grin.


  “I-I’ll go! Did you think that the Demon King would raise his voice at that level of the journey?”


  The fact that he mentioned the Demon King at a time like this, his Ain-like nature was amusing to Sylvird.


  Sylvird let out a belly laugh and went next to Ain, who had a pout on his face. Finally, he patted him hard on the shoulder and said in a soft voice, “I’m counting on you.”


   


  Chapter 3 – Preparation For The Journey


  The most important thing about going to Sith Mill is to work in secret. In particular, they must be very careful when leaving the capital. In order to achieve these various conditions, a certain person was mentioned as a possible collaborator.


  The morning after the day Ain decided to go to Sith Mill, he arrived──.


  Graff Auguste, Krone’s grandfather and chairman of the Auguste Trading Company, had been summoned to the royal castle.


  He was standing in front of Prime Minister Warren in one of the many offices in the castle.


  “You want my help?”


  Warren’s words caused Graff to stop thinking for a moment. He couldn’t help but tilt his head to the side.


  “That’s right.”


  “First of all, I need you to tell me. What do you want from me?”


  “Excuse me. Actually, I would like you to take Ain-sama with you to the frontier city near Sith Mill.”


  “…Hmm.”


  It’s hard to grasp what’s happening when he’s suddenly told just that. But Graff didn’t shake his head.


  “Krone and I are very indebted to His Highness and, by extension, to the royal family of Ishtalika. We will spare no effort to help you for whatever reason.”


  “Thank you. Then, I would like to discuss some matters with you.”


  Warren explained the plan.


  First of all, as part of the Auguste Trading Company’s business, Graff himself will be leaving the capital. He is often away from the capital on business, so he would not attract any suspicion. And when he does, the main thing is that he should take Ain and the others with him.


  He would also help disguise the knights who would be accompanying them as members of the Trading Company.


  Of course, he also needs to wait for Ain’s return.


  It’s a lot to ask, and he will be tied up for days, so Warren says he’ll pay for it.


  “No, thank you. I’ve always planned to go to that city.”


  “But…”


  “Prime Minister, I owe you a great debt of gratitude. Would you please make me look good for a change?”


  “But, Graff-dono, that would be disgraceful to His Majesty.”


  “Mmm, that’s a problem… So let’s do this. If you really want to thank me, could you please lend me Krone, so I could have more time in town? It would be nice to have help with my work.”


  Warren nodded his head in agreement. This is probably the best way to go.


  Even Ain, who was forced to work separately, would feel a little better if Krone was with her grandfather, Graff.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Ain was visiting Chris’s room.


  It would be an after-the-fact report, but it was to tell her that they were going to the Sith Mill.


  ──Knock, knock.


  The person who knocked on Chris’s door was not Ain, but Martha, the first-class servant, and Dill’s mother.


  But there was no answer at all.


  “I wonder if she’s not there.”


  Ain was about to turn on his heel, thinking that maybe she wasn’t there and he should come back later.


  “I saw that Chris-sama returned from training earlier.”


  Once again, Martha knocked on the door.


  Then.


  “──… Yes!”


  Although the voice didn’t sound very clear, it definitely sounded like a reply.


  “Maybe she was working.”


  “But I thought it would be no problem for Ain-sama. Since she answered, why don’t you go in and talk to her?”


  “Hmm, I’ll try that.”


  “Well, I’ll take my leave. Please call me if you need anything else.”


  After parting ways with Martha, Ain put his hand on the door and went inside.


  The impression of the room was one of simplicity. The furniture is minimal and lacks ornamentation. There are a few documents on the work desk, but that’s about the extent of the disarray.


  “…Where is she?”


  For the moment, he couldn’t see Chris. He was standing in the room, near the entrance.


  “I’m coming!”


  He heard Chris’s voice.


  “Hmm?”


  No, it didn’t matter that he heard a voice. What mattered was the direction it came from, not from the bedroom or the balcony.


  So there was only one place remaining to look.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting ── A-Ain-sama!”


  Yes, the bathroom. She appeared with her entire body wrapped in a bath towel.


  Ain could clearly see the steam rising from the water, which proves that the water is still fresh from the bath, as well as the hair that has not been fully dried and is clinging to her neck.


  He hurriedly averted his gaze, but it was burned into the back of his eyes and would not leave.


  “I’m sorry! I’ll be back!”


  “I-it’s okay… isn’t it!? But to make Ain-sama wait is also ── No! If you don’t mind, then you can just ── N-no! That’s too embarrassing…!”


  “I can’t do that; I’ll just come back later!”


  Ain is also losing his cool, and this is for the best.


  But when Ain hurriedly turned on his heel and tightened his grip on the doorknob, his hand was wrapped in Chris’s at almost the same time.


  “W-wait, please! I’m going to change my clothes right away…!”


  “I’ll be waiting outside either way!”


  “You can’t! I can’t make Ain-sama wait outside! So I’m sorry, can you please wait on the sofa…?”


  He didn’t feel that it would make any difference whether it was outside or on the sofa, but he didn’t want to disregard the kindness, even though it was a situation.


  “I’ll wait here for now, and when Chris is no longer in sight, I’ll sit on the sofa.”


  “Yes! I’ll go change my clothes right away!”


  Her body heat and presence quickly faded away after her cheerful reply.


  Earlier, he said he would wait for her…


  As expected, it felt bad to be alone with Chris in this situation.


  The room was filled with the scent of a floral oil-based soap and slight dampness from the steam. Her hair was wet and had a different scent from the soap, that of shampoo.


  (I’ve done something wrong, haven’t I?)


  After all this time, maybe he should have come back.


  Chris had just relieved herself in the bathroom provided in the room, and Ain had come in after her bath.


   


  ──In any case, he should sit down and wait for Chris.


  It was only a few seconds after he sat down on the sofa.


  “S-sorry to keep you waiting!”


  Chris came hurriedly in front of Ain and adjusted her breathing. Her hair was still damp compared to usual, and the scent of shampoo was still wafting from it. Her skin also had a different kind of moisture than it did after training.


  Perhaps it was because she was wearing only a shirt on top and short pants on the bottom, but she looked particularly radiant.


  She could have sat directly in front of Ain, but this time she sat next to him, probably because she was too care-free in her room.


  “───”


  “Why did you hold your head?”


  Next to Ain, who held his head and turned his head down, there is a large exposed white leg of hers.


  Again and again, Ain thought that the decision to stay in her room might have been a mistake.


  “No, it’s just personal, don’t worry about it. I was just feeling a bit sorry for myself.”


  Outside the window, the royal capital was still majestic and beautiful today.


  Ain has grown since he arrived in Ishtalika, so he can’t help but look forward to the future.


  Whether or not it was something to think about at this moment was unclear, but it was helping to maintain Ain’s mental health.


  “Did you regret it?”


  Chris asked Ain, who looked puzzled.


  “Don’t worry about it. I came here because I had something important to discuss.”


  “What’s so important at this time… could it be that you’re going to attack Roundheart──?”


  “That’s not it. I wouldn’t want to touch it at all.”


  “I-it’s not…?”


  Ain wanted to ask her why she was so shocked. But that’s for another time.


  “I’ve decided to go to Sith Mill for various reasons. I wanted to ask Chris to be my guide and guard.”


  When Chris heard that, her expression instantly changed; she closed the distance between her and Ain, following her cheerful, joyful heart.


  “──I’m so glad!”


  The impatient girl revealed her joy as she clung to Ain’s arm.


  “I never dreamed that what I said at the time would come true.”


  “Oh, that…”


  It’s impossible to forget. On the way back from the Magic City of Ist, after the fight with Viscount Sage, Chris said:


  “Let’s travel together again.”


  The time will come when this will come true.


  “…Achoo.”


  Chris let out a sneeze, probably because she had relaxed after being happy.


  She had been talking to him since the bath. Maybe it was because of her wet hair, or perhaps because her body was getting cold.


  It was about time.


  Because of Chris’s agitated appearance, and to prevent her from getting a cold, he should leave soon. He had finished what he had to say, and it would not be wrong to leave the room at this time.


  “I wanted to talk to you for a while longer.”


  On the other hand, Chris didn’t seem to be satisfied enough.


  “If you catch a cold before we get to Sith Mill, you’ll have to stay home.”


  “──That would be a disaster!”


  “Well, in that case, I’ll be the one to blame. So, it may be too late now, but you should go rest so that you don’t catch a cold. I’ll call you when the date is set.”


  As he left, Ain patted Chris on the head.


  She put her hand on the place where it was stroked and narrowed her eyes. On the other hand, Ain was relieved that she didn’t feel repelled by his unconscious act.


  His feet began to move toward the door, and as he stepped out into the hallway, he thought of Sierra.


  “Maybe it’s about time for her to go back.”


  Today was the day the Elves would be leaving the royal capital, and they should be getting ready by now.


  Ain didn’t know if he should tell them he was going to Sith Mill when he went to see them off or not.


  …It would be rude to go without contacting them.


  He’ll have to ask Sylvird just in case, but it shouldn’t be a problem.


  After deciding on the purpose of the journey, he proceeded to his private office.


  Then Ain turned his attention to the scene outside the window. He looked up at the azure sky without a cloud in the sky and let out a small sigh, “It looks like another beautiful day.”


   


  Chapter 4 – Her Birthplace


  “Ain, you must be very careful.”


  “I’ll tell you the same. Please be careful on your way.”


  It had been a week since Ain had decided to leave the royal capital.


  It was Sylvird and Prime Minister Warren who said this to Ain as he was about to leave the castle at last.


  Ain was standing in front of a wooden box in the castle’s hall.


  He said, “I understand,” and turned around, squinting at the dazzling dawn light coming in through the window.


  “If anything, I’m more worried that I’ll get sick from being carried around in this wooden box.”


  “Hahahahaha! I’ve been told that once we’re in the water train, you can leave, and then once we’re near Sith Mill, you can walk freely.”


  “I’m relieved to hear that. It seems that we have to be patient until the water train.”


  It was only natural that there would be some inconvenience since they were moving in secret. However, it was painful to force this inconvenience on Krone, Chris, and Dill.


  “I’ll ask the chief properly.”


  “Umu. ──And about the matter that only Ain and I know about.”


  The latter part was said in a whispered voice.


  The reason for going to the Sith Mill was ostensibly to get information on the Red Fox. And the other thing that only Ain and Sylvird know about is the relationship between the first king, Gail, and the former Demon Lord territory.


  And also,


  (I also have to ask about Wernstein.)


  He had not yet told Sylvird about this matter, but he should tell him as soon as he found out something. This was something he wanted to ask the chief about at all costs.


  “Oh, by the way, you weren’t opposed to my going to Sith Mill, were you Warren-san?”


  “Yes, I did not. I was in favor of it.”


  “The only one who was against it was Olivia. However, Olivia only didn’t like the idea of being separated from Ain.”


  “It is as His Majesty said. I was surprised to hear that you had sent a letter to the chief of the Elves, but that was about it. I think Ain-sama should meet the chief.”


  Perhaps Warren’s words were also because the chief knew the first king well. He encouraged Ain, who admired the first king and had him as his goal.


  “Ain.”


  Suddenly, a warmth wrapped around Ain’s back.


  “Mother, you came to see me off?”


  “Yes. I won’t be able to be with Ain for a while. Just now, I was thinking how I could go with you.”


  “I suppose you’ve given up?”


  “Yes. Unfortunately, I’ve decided to give up.”


  But if it gets serious, she’s going to follow him. When she was in Heim, she and Euro had put together a business deal that was close to a treaty by themselves, and that’s why she had to think that way.


  While they were talking like this, Krone and Chris appeared nearby. Both of them were fully prepared.


  “We’ll buy you some souvenirs. What would you like?”


  “I’m good with anything.”


  “Me, too. But, yes… I might want to hear something interesting from Chris.”


  When Chris overheard these words, she huffed, puckered up her mouth, and said in a weak voice, “Please don’t do that.”


  “Well, Ain.”


  A mysterious look was directed at Ain.


  “As I have told you many times, there is a sanctuary in Sith Mill. This is why no evil person can set foot in it, and the barriers are too powerful to allow any magic from the outside to pass. Therefore, since message birds cannot be used, there is no way to contact you in case of an emergency. Avoid staying longer than you planned, no matter what. Understood?”


  “Yes. If something happens, Dill will come to Sith Mill with the knights, right?”


  “Yes, that’s the plan.”


  “Don’t worry; I’ll take it in stride.”


  “I hope so… but considering Ain’s record, I cannot believe it.”


  Ain smiled wryly.


  Even Olivia, who was clinging to his back, was laughing happily.


  “So, I’ll be leaving now.”


  Warren stood up from his seat.


  “Did you have work to do?”


  “Yes. Actually, I’m supposed to send Lily to Heim today. The meeting ended, and the two sides parted ways, but I wanted to be sure and have her investigate.”


  He was relentless, or rather, he never let his guard down. He may act like a good-natured old man, but he was actually thinking a lot.


  “Well then, Ain-sama, please take care of yourself.”


  After these words, Graff came to the hall. It was time to leave.


  Ain received one last strong hug from Olivia and then climbed into the wooden box that had been prepared for him.


  It was not too small and not too wide if only one person was inside. It was not comfortable, but he could still stretch his legs.


  (I’m pretty sure I’m the first crown prince who’s hid in a wooden box twice.)


  The first time was when he snuck into the Tower of Wisdom at Magic City Ist. And this second time, he couldn’t help but feel a not-so-pleasant familiarity.


  (What should I do with my jacket?)


  He had brought a jacket with him in case it was cold outside the castle. He wondered if it would be cold outside and looked at the sunlight streaming through the wooden box.


  It rattled.


  There was a clatter, and then Krone slipped into the wooden box.


  “I’m sorry, can you please put a little bit more space?”


  “If I’m not mistaken, does that mean we’ll be in this wooden box together?”


  She nodded quickly.


  There were still several wooden boxes outside.


  So many, he thought.


  “It was a mistake.”


  She said as if she could read his mind.


  “The other wooden boxes were overstuffed, and there was no room for me.”


  “Did Krone make such a mistake?”


  “Yeah.”


  “…..”


  “It’s true. I made a mistake.”


  It was so deliberate. He tried to vacate the space first.


  There was plenty of room in the wooden box for one person, but it was a different story for two. If they had been as small as they were when they were both young, they would have been able to manage, but now it’s tough.


  “…I can’t be together with you for a while.”


  It was a rare, young tone of voice.


  She couldn’t help but reveal the reason why she used such a deliberate method. Then, she realized that the wooden box was unexpectedly small.


  The moment when she almost gave up despite her disappointment.


  “You know what?”


  Ain didn’t want to see Krone’s face like that. It wasn’t a hard decision, but Ain came up with the only place where she could sit.


  “If it’s okay with you… this is the only place I can think of.”


  As for himself, he wondered about this suggestion. But it was the only place left.


  The place that Ain had mentioned so reservedly was right in front of him.


  It was embarrassing to put it into words.


  But what he meant was, I’ll spread my legs, and you can sit here──.


  “Are you sure?”


  “As long as it’s okay with Krone.”


  As expected, she tends to be reserved, considering Ain’s burden.


  But one last push.


  “Come on, hurry up.”


  The gentle voice made her want to be spoiled unconditionally, and so on.


  “…Sorry to bother you.”


  “Kuku… what’s that? You weren’t disturbing me anyway.”


  “G-geez! I didn’t plan for this to happen either!”


  Krone, who sat on his crotch, said unhappily.


  But when she put her back to his chest, she relaxed with joy.


  She turned her face down a little so that Ain couldn’t see her cheeks that had loosened up with happiness.
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  “You can use this.”


  Ain presented his jacket, which he was not sure whether to wear or not.


  “It’s not too cold now that Krone is here, so you can use it as a lap blanket.”


  “…Thanks.”


  She took the jacket and unfolded it. She covered her knees without hesitation.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  It was a full day and a half from the royal capital to the frontier city.


  It took them as long as they had heard from Sylvird to reach the region located in the northwest of the continent, further west than the Magic City of Ist and south from the direction of Baltic. It was the next night after Ain left the royal capital that the water train carrying the group arrived at the frontier city near Sith Mill.


  And the next morning.


  ──The entrance to the forest leading to Sith Mill. It is surrounded by trees of unseen heights, in front of a deep forest.


  Even though it was the next morning, it was still dark during these days of autumn, and there was still time before sunrise. In addition, this was a rural town with peaceful pasture land. That’s why there were not many lights.


  “Ain-sama, we will camp here and wait for you.”


  The royal knights nodded in agreement with Dill, who said as if it was perfectly natural.


  No, go rest in the town; Ain swallowed these words. It’s an exchange that has been repeated many times before today.


  “My father told us to train as well. It’s a good opportunity for us knights, so we’ve decided to do this camping exercise without relying on magic tools. We will be self-sufficient in all our needs, including food.”


  “….You are so tough!”


  Ain was no longer wearing his crown prince attire when he uttered an exclamation of admiration.


  It is even easier to move than the one he used to walk around the Magic City of Ist, and he was wearing stretchy clothes to go through the mountain roads.


  Naturally, so was Chris, and she was carrying a large bag on her back.


  “I’m honored by your compliment. If we hear anything from the royal capital, we’ll head to Sith Mill right away. The Elves may be displeased, but rest assured that we will explain that it is an emergency.”


  “Take it easy, please.”


  “No problem. We have no inconvenience, just a place to sleep and a satisfactory meal.”


  The royal knights nodded in unison and it was just a repetition of the painful training and conditions they had experienced before.


  Ain heard that Dill also participated in the training. As royal knights, they sometimes train in remote areas. He heard that it was a hellish environment compared to now, with almost no clothes on.


  “So, please take care of yourself.”


  “Thank you. And don’t let Dill and the others be attacked by thieves.”


  After making everyone laugh with one last joke, Ain stepped into the forest with Chris.


  Then everyone’s voices, which had been audible only a short while ago, quickly disappeared. The trees surrounding them were even taller, and thick, knobby trunks greeted them. The path was not easy to follow, and the dense trees made it difficult to see.


  “I’m counting on you to guide me, Chris.”


  “Yes! Please leave it to me!”


  Chris’s unfailing progress was encouraging. Her kindness could be seen in the way she occasionally glanced at Ain’s feet.


  “What is this tall tree called?”


  “They’re called pillar trees. They grow to be several times the size of the ones around here.”


  “Wow… I wonder how old they are.”


  “The biggest trees are over a thousand years old. Other trees can live up to five thousand years.”


  “That’s where the Elves live. It’s beyond my imagination.”


  Chris, who was walking ahead of him, looked back, amused by Ain’s dismay.


  It’s not easy to walk, but Chris bends her body in a dexterous and light movement.


  “There are many, many interesting things to see as we go further.”


  “…I’ve heard good things. I’m looking forward to it.”


  It’s a long way to Sith Mill.


  It would be permissible to be a bit of a tourist.


  If Ain had not experienced the road to the former Demon Lord’s territory in the winter, he might have been overwhelmed.


  Perhaps his experience at that time had helped him, but he was able to go through the muddy forest path more easily than expected. In his heart, Ain was relieved that he could walk without bothering Chris.


  “Ain-sama… you still seem to have plenty of leeway, don’t you?”


  “For now, though. It was tough when I went to the former Demon Lord’s territory, and I think I can do my best.”


  The sun was shining through the trees overhead.


  When they left, it was still dark, but the sun had already risen. In contrast, the forest was dimly lit and even slightly eerie.


  As the scenery was still very similar to the previous day’s, it lacked freshness.


  “All the scenery looks so similar. Have you ever been lost, Chris?”


  “…Not in this area.”


  “That’s good to know. …Hmm? This area?”


  “Oh, look! We’re approaching a canyon! We’re going to cross that suspension bridge!”


  Ain was getting worried about the path ahead.


  “Yeah… it’s okay; I’m doing fine.”


  (I’m worried.)


  However, it wasn’t bad to travel alone with Chris, as they had done this time. Even if they got lost, he felt that he could enjoy the situation.


   


  

  


   


  As Chris had said, there were some interesting things to see.


  After they passed the suspension bridge that was in the canyon, it could be said that it was another world.


  The trees that greeted them were not only pillar trees but also ones that Ain had never seen before. While the foliage was similar to that of a broadleaf tree, the leaves were blue and wavy in a strange way that caught his attention.


  The sunlight filtering through the many trees, tinted green and blue, was mysterious.


  “…I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “Hmm, are you enjoying this?”


  “Well, I am. I wanted to come here for sightseeing too.”


  The air was so nice. When he took a deep breath, his whole body seemed to be washed away.


  Although his legs felt a little tired, he could still walk thanks to the cool, refreshing air.


  When he closes his eyes, he hears the sound of a clear stream. Curious, he opened his eyes to see colorful fish swimming in the nearby water.


  Every time he poked at the water plants, they would glow faintly in the water.


  “Why are they glowing?”


  “Oh, those fish are absorbing the magic dissolved in the water.”


  “I’m starting to feel like I’m in a hidden world.”


  “Haha, it’s definitely a secret place.”


  That’s right; this place is like a secret world.


  “We’ve come this far, and we’re already in Sith Mill. Now, all we have to do is get to the village where the Elves live.”


  It was still early afternoon when she said that was all that was left.


  “It seems a long way to the halfway point.”


  “At this speed, we’re almost halfway. We’re doing very well. We’re walking as fast as the Elves because Ain-sama didn’t get tired at all.”


  “I’m glad I’m not dragging you down.”


  He showed he had enough room to say something light and increased his walking speed even more. He really wasn’t as tired as he thought he would be.


  “I’m starting to feel nostalgic. Even though I’ve never been here before.”


  “Oh, maybe it’s because you’re a Dryad, and you feel closer to it…?”


  Maybe.


  He nodded and looked around. It was strangely comfortable, and he could almost sleep if he closed his eyes.


   


  The two of them continued through the forest without much talking. They didn’t need each other’s words, and it was comfortable to be quiet.


  However, they took a break once along the way. But it was just for lunch.


  After that, they walked in silence for a few hours.


  “──Ain-sama.”


  Suddenly, Chris stopped and looked back at him with a big smile on her face.


  “I’m beginning to see a special place in Sith Mill.”


  From the dense forest of trees, they came to an open area.


  A stream stretched right up to Ain’s side and a large spring upstream. A large tree towering in the center of the forest spread its branches, and the sunlight filtering through the trees created a shade.


  There were many sights that amazed him today, but he couldn’t have been more surprised than this.


  “Amazing…”


  It’s truly a paradise. The colorful birds were flying around, and the large trees greeted them.


  It was the fruit on the tree that particularly caught Ain’s attention. Because it was glowing, they were twinkling with a gentle orange light that colored this space.


  The glowing fruit stood out well in the sunlight filtering through the blue and green of the trees.


  But that’s not all.


  At the bottom of the clear water that filled the spring, a water plant glowed slightly pale.


  “It’s called the Sun Tree. The fruit contains magic power, and when it falls into the spring, the magic power dissolves.”


  Then the magic power is combined with the water.


  It travels throughout Sith Mill through the streams, creating a rich natural environment.


  Suddenly ── ripples spread through the spring. One of the fruits had fallen.


  “It seems to have just fallen.”


  The fruit did not go against the water flow but flowed down to the two people standing by the stream. It seemed to be about the ripple size that Ain had made. Its appearance resembled a grape seed.


  Chris scooped it out of the water, and it showed a firefly-like light in her palm several times.


  “Is it okay if I take one?”


  “Yes, one or two will be fine.”


  Then Chris cracked the fruit with her rapier.


  Inside was an orange pulp dripping with fresh juice. The scent that tickled Ain’s nostrils was sweet, and the flesh looked like it would melt if he bit into it, so Ain swallowed his saliva.


  “Shall we eat it?”


  Refusal was not an option that came to mind.


  When he bit into it, he was surprised to find that it was more fragrant than he had imagined. The ripple that Ain had made was the same, but it was of a quality that was second to none.


  (I didn’t know there was such a place.)


  While marveling at the taste, he looked around again.


  There were plants around the spring that he had never seen before. They came in various colors, from white to blue to bright purple, and their leaves were either spring-like or clinging to the trees as vines.


  The roots of the trees exposed on the ground were covered with moss, where the brightly colored butterflies were perched.


  There were many of the small fish that he had seen earlier along the water’s edge.


  (Is much of the magic of this forest due to the presence of the sun tree?)


  As he did so, he was also curious about the water plants.


  “Can I go check out the water plants?”


  “Sure, but… do you mean in the water?


  “Yes. There are some places where you can just take them; it will be fine.”


  “No. I’ll get it for you. Please wait.”


  As expected, he was not allowed to go into the water.


  Chris put the bag on her back on the ground. She put her hands on her pants, exposing her pure white calves, and put her feet into the spring.


  “It’s a little cold.”


  She exhaled, then grimaced as she looked for a handful of water plants.


  Just in time, she found a floating plant that had been eaten at the base by a fish.


  “It’s got a magic stone on it, so I think it’s perfect.”


  “──Hmm?”


  He doubted his ears at the mention of magic stones in the water plant.


  “The water plants in the Fountain of the Sun Tree have magic stones, probably because they store magic power.”


  When he looked closely, he saw that there was a single magical stone attached to the tip of the plant, and it was glowing pale white. The surface is beautiful, like a polished crystal ball, and it glides smoothly in your hand.


  “Thank you, so it’s a magic stone.”


  He thought that he could absorb it.


  “Ain… could it be that?”


  “Okay, let’s absorb it.”


  Then he took the magic stone from the water plant.


  As soon as he held it in his palm and let the toxin decomposition and absorption take effect, he was enveloped in a cool sensation that rushed through his entire body. It was refreshing, and it made his throat watery. Although there was nothing tasty about the bounty of water that permeated his entire body, it was a magical power that seemed to condense all of the pleasant air of this forest… and the water of the spring.


  In an instant, the tiredness disappeared from Ain’s body, and even his vision became clearer, and the colors seemed even darker.


  “How was it?”


  “It reaffirmed for me that this forest is amazing.”


  “Geez, what’s that… I’m glad it was good, though…”


  Delicious may not be the right word. But there are times when air is called delicious. In that sense, it’s probably correct.


  “I can actually live here.”


  “You can’t live here, so let’s move on.”


  “…What a mean reply.”


  “Yeah… Why do you look so unhappy…?”


  “I’m just kidding. Anyway, I’m indeed glad I came to Sith Mill.”


  He didn’t get an answer about the taste, but this reply was perfect. Chris smiled mildly at the praise of her birthplace.


  “We should get going.”


  He thought about having more fun, but he wanted to hurry up for now.


  Hearing Ain’s suggestion, Chris nodded energetically, said “Yes,” and took Ain with her, pointing the way to the interior of Sith Mill, where the Elven Chief was waiting.


   


  A few more hours passed as they continued upstream to the spring. They were now approaching a gentle slope surrounded by trees on both sides, and for the first time in a long time, they were stepping directly into the sunlight.


  “Oh!”


  Chris, who was looking at the end of the hill, noticed something.


  “Look, it looks like they’re here to pick up Ain-sama.”


  Sierra was standing at the end of the hill, just as they had seen her the other day in the royal capital.


  Today, she was accompanied by not only warriors but also women of her own people, making her even more lively than before.


  “Welcome to Sith Mill, the ancient spiritual peak of purification.”


  “Yes, I am here as promised.”


  “I have been looking forward to your visit. Please come with me. We, the Elves, welcome you with open arms.”


  A moment after she said that, the forest around them started to rustle.


  But it was not disturbing. The gentle swaying and rustling of the leaves were like applause for Ain.


  A gust of wind blew through everyone.


  At that moment, he heard the girls’ voices mixed with the sound of the wind.


  What he heard were giggling voices.


  “It seems that the tree spirits are also welcoming Ain-sama.”


  “It’s nice to be welcomed, but tree spirits?”


  “We Elves don’t get to see them more than once in our lives; they are so rare that they are rarely seen in public.”


  “…That’s interesting.”


  It seems that something is going on here as well.


  Ain secretly let out a small sigh as the premonition of such a thing grew.


   


  Chapter 5 – Heim And Assassination


  At the same time that Ain arrived at Sith Mill, Krone was still in town.


  She enjoyed a cup of tea from her room in the Auguste Trading Company building, looking out the window at dusk.


  Unusually for her, she was hugging her knees on a chair.


  On her lap, she draped the jacket that Ain had left behind.


  “…I wonder what he’s doing now.”


  While she was thinking about Ain. There was a knock on the door, and Krone answered it by saying, “Come in.”


  It was Graff who appeared.


  “Excellent work as always.”


  “I’m flattered by the compliment.”


  “I like your handwriting, too. It’s even better than before.”


  “I’ve been practicing so that no one will say I don’t like your handwriting.”


  She mentioned her previous meeting with Heim. In response to Tigre’s criticism, she has been trying to grow in her own way.


  She didn’t feel bad if she thought she had made a difference.


  “Is your work finished, Grandfather?”


  “Yes, just a few moments ago.”


  Graff sat down in the chair beside Krone shortly after his answer.


  “It smells good.”


  “I’ve been learning how to brew tea with Beria-san lately.”


  “As I recall… she was the servant Her Highness called grandmother.”


  “Yes. Just like Warren-sama, she has been in the service of Ishtalika for a long time.”


  “You have a good teacher. May I have a cup of tea with you?”


  Krone readily agreed to prepare a cup of tea, and Graff immediately tasted it.


  Suddenly.


  He remembered his granddaughter’s handwriting.


  “It was about the time our letters arrived.”


  He couldn’t remember when, but he acknowledged the letter to Heim. He recalled that he had sent it via Euro.


  “Yes, it may have reached Augusto’s mansion by now.”


  “It’s Harley we’re talking about. He’s going to make a fuss anyway.”


  “Fufu, that’s my father’s style.”


  The two looked at each other and laughed, thinking of their distant family.


  “And then your mother will rebuke him, but she will be kind enough to say that she understands how he feels.”


  “Yeah, I don’t know how many times I’ve seen that scene.”


  As the sky began to be covered by nightfall. The two thoughts blossomed into such a prediction.


   


  ──In fact, a situation not much different was about to unfold at the Augusto mansion.


  Today, Elena finished her work in good time, and unusually, she was on her way back to the mansion just as the sun was setting.


  When the door opened, she was met by the sight of her husband, who was delighted beyond his years.


  “A letter from Krone has arrived! I finally got a letter from Krone that she wrote herself!”


  He held the letter in one hand and hugged Elena with a little jump.


  She understood how he felt.


  It’s been a long time since she’s sent any letters, and it was written by her daughter. From Harley’s point of view, it was the only way to contact her, unlike Elena, who had met her face to face the other day.


  So it wasn’t hard to understand.


  “I understand how you feel, but don’t get too excited; you’re a grown man!”


  She wanted to be a part of the joy, but it was too intense for Elena on her way home from work.


  First, she left her bag with the servant.


  She pulled her husband’s hand tightly and went to her office in the mansion.


  (Ever since Father-in-law retired, I feel like he’s getting restless.)


  “Elena, what’s wrong?”


  “I felt that you were getting restless. I think it would be better if you were to be retrained by father-in-law when the opportunity arises.”


  “…Can you give me a break?”


  How long has she been on her backside? The only way to answer that question is, from the beginning.


  But the chemistry was great.


  Harley, Graff’s son, had excelled and was well-liked by many people, but in a bad way, he lacked the forcefulness of a nobleman.


  On the other hand, Elena was overly competitive, but they were able to build a relationship that complemented each other.


  The couple has a reputation for getting along well in social circles, and Elena often heard about it.


   


  ──Elena dragged Harley to the office and opened the door.


  “Here, let us see it inside.”


  “O-oh! Right! Actually, I haven’t read it yet either! Look at it; I haven’t even opened the seal yet!”


  Her cheeks relaxed at her husband’s small concern, and she turned her attention to the letter he was holding.


  It would be good to sit on the sofa. It’s not like there’s any work to be done, so they could sit down and enjoy reading it.


  “Dear.”


  She called her husband over to the sofa, sat down, and put her hand on the seal of the letter. The envelope looked quite ordinary, and the paper inside was rather cheap.


  “I hope we didn’t make her feel uncomfortable.”


  “But it’s very thoughtful. If it was too fancy, they might have inspected it.”


  They were both trying to keep their composure, but their hearts urged them to read the letter.


  Elena’s hands were less active than usual. She seemed to be moving restlessly as she took out the paper and opened it.


  Both of their eyes were glued to the letter.


  After a few minutes of reading through the contents, her husband Harley spoke first.


  “You’re really a great man, Father. He must have wanted to make things easier for Krone. And maybe he had the right environment. But whenever I hear about his success in Ishtalika, I always think of my father as a formidable man.”


  He had heard about his father’s success in Ishtalika several times before, but he was still amazed.


  “It makes my head hurt, though, doesn’t it?”


  “I’m the same way. Since your father’s disappearance, Heim’s once-proud commercial activities have simply stagnated.”


  In the past, the absence of the man who was known as the ruler of land transportation had no small impact.


  Because of such a man, success has been achieved in Ishtalika.


  “This country was too small for both father-in-law and Krone.”


  “It’s still the largest country on this continent, though.”


  They continued to read the letter. They never read the letter more than once, but they read the same words over and over again.


  What else was written in the letter was about the little things that happened in their daily lives and Krone’s life in the castle. What she was doing as Ain’s assistant was written as much as it was safe to tell the two of them. From the midpoint on, it’s also about her feelings for him.


  From the point of view of her parents, who knew the young Krone, the change in her is amusing.


  At the end of the letter, she wrote.


  “I hope that one day we can have dinner together as a family again.”


  That’s it.


  “Yes… I hope we can all have dinner together again someday.”


  “That’s right. I’d like to meet Krone’s loved ones, too, even though I don’t know how many years it will be.”


  “Do you think you’ll ever meet him?”


  “I don’t think so. He’s the crown prince.”


  “Maybe you’d like to wander around the city with me? Maybe he can recommend a place to stay.”


  They laughed about what had happened in the port city of Magna and looked forward to the future.


   


  Now that the letter was over. Elena let her voice trail off as she stretched her back, remembering that she was tired from work.


  “Hmm…! If it had been nothing, I could have gone to bed in a good mood.”


  “I’m worried about the incident, too. However, I’m also concerned about His Highness the Third Prince.”


  “Even though we are worried, this is more important right now.”


  Tigre von Heim, the third prince of the Kingdom of Heim. He was currently spending his days in a state of apathy, if not stupefaction.


  After the meeting with Ishtalika, he had become quiet, like a different person.


  Every day, he gazed out the window from his room in the royal castle. It had already been more than a month, but there was no sign of recovery.


  Many people were worried about him. This was because he was a strong candidate for the future King of Heim, and his reputation in the castle was much better than Ishtalika thought.


  Of course, Elena, Krone’s mother, was one of them.


  But she had no time to think about him now.


  “The kidnapping is a much bigger problem.”


  This was because of the word “kidnapping” that she had just mentioned.


  “Before I left the castle, I received a report of an eighth victim.”


  “Eight victims…? What is their rank?”


  “Count.”


  Elena dug into her pockets and handed Harley a report.


  “It’s a ridiculous story of kidnappings of all ranks of the nobility. It is unparalleled in the history of Heim.”


  “The castle said it was probably part of a faction war, but this is too much.”


  When he looked at the report, he saw that the legitimate son of a certain nobleman had been kidnapped. In the first place, the kidnapping of a nobleman is a big matter, even if only one is kidnapped. But there had been eight of them in recent days, one after the other.


  “Some of the nobles say it’s because of Ishtalika.”


  “It’s easy to imagine that this means nothing to them. I hope they put those rumors to rest as soon as possible.”


  “I have been doing my best to put out the fires, but doubts only breed new doubts.”


  “That’s just nonsense… We’ve barely avoided a war.”


  Nevertheless, it is understandable why rumors are circulating. It has not been many months since the conflict with Ishtalika was settled.


   


  ──Knock, knock, knock!


  Suddenly, there was a forceful knock on the door. The two looked at each other suspiciously.


  “I’ll go.”


  Harley was the first to go to the door, and as soon as it opened, a private soldier of the Augusto family stepped briskly into the room.


  “I beg your pardon! You two should hurry to the castle!”


  “W-what’s going on all of a sudden?”


  The private soldier catches his breath and speaks with a grim expression.


  “──H-His Highness the Second Prince, is…!


  The next time they heard the words from the knight, their minds went blank.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Elena walked into the audience hall of the royal castle, the pride of Heim, which had always honored the champions of the continent. Her husband, Harley, was also at the castle, but he quickly realized what was going on and left Elena to do what she had to do.


  “…..”


  Elena was rendered speechless by the sight she witnessed.


  The marble floor was carpeted with rich gold threads, and the place was lit up with lights. In the center of the audience hall, the royal family’s pride and joy, a single coffin, as lavish as the opulence around it, represents the wealth of Heim.


  That coffin is the reason why she was left speechless.


  “Ohhhh…! Why! Why did my child have to end up like this…?”


  It was Garland who leaned against the coffin and broke down crying. The coffin that he held contained a body that was missing some parts. However, as a member of the royal family, the corpse was dressed in luxurious and gorgeous clothing, and the missing parts were replaced by carved wooden bodies.


  “Brother… brother…!”


  On the other side of Garland, Tigre shed tears as well.


  And a few steps away, the first prince, Layfon, stands. Even Layfon, as expected, has lost some of his gruffness today, and his eyes are wet with tears.


  It couldn’t be helped. This was because the body in the coffin belonged to his younger brother, the second prince.


  Just as the royal family was in the midst of their grief, the person Garland had been waiting for arrived.


  “Your Majesty! Logas-sama has arrived!”


  Although the Kingsguard knight said it disrespectfully, no one paid any attention to it. Rather, Garland found hope even in his weeping face and stood up with a tottering, ungainly movement.


  “Logas! Oh, Logas!”


  When he heard Garland’s cries, Logas came running next to him, regardless of the presence of the other nobles.


  “…I apologize for my lateness, Your Majesty.”


  “Oooooh… A-at least you came…!”


  Garland greeted Logas and pushed him towards the coffin of the second prince. It seems that Logas was more tired than ever, but with Garland’s encouragement, he kneeled in front of the coffin with a look of extreme sadness on his face.


  He peered through the glass window of the coffin, closed his eyes, and pressed his lips together tightly.


  “How could someone have taken the life of someone like you, Your Highness…!”


  “Yeah, that’s right! Why was my child’s life taken? Why? Why is this happening?”


  “With all due respect, Your Majesty. I heard that His Highness was in his room. What in the world were the guards doing?”


  “How should I know? They were all killed without exception!”


  When Logas heard this, he couldn’t understand.


  If the assassins who entered the castle targeted the royal family’s lives, why didn’t they target the king? He also didn’t understand why it was the second prince. Normally, they should have targeted the first prince or the third prince, Tigre, who is the most prominent candidate to be the next king.


  It is possible that they targeted the second prince out of a personal grudge.


  However, this is unlikely. The second prince was not a man with strong centripetal force, but he was also not a man who would make enemies.


  Then again, assassination by another prince would be a different story.


  In fact, the other two princes were not even opposed to Tigre becoming the next king. There is no reason to assassinate him.


  There was one more thing that bothered him.


  The ability of the assassins to enter the castle, carry out the assassination, and even take the knight’s life before fleeing.


  “Was it Ishtalika? Did Ishtalika kill my child?”


  Yes, Logas suspected this too. But still, it didn’t make sense.


  “Your Majesty, I don’t think it was Ishtalika. If it were, they would not have chosen assassination but would have waged war directly on our Heim.”


  “Then who is it? Who’s after us?”


  “…I have no idea.”


  But he knew what he has to do.


  “We’re already on the lookout for the killer. Please give us a few moments to find him.”


  “Logas… you’re the most reliable person I’ve ever met…”


  “It’s a great honor. …But I must make a decision.”


  Garland put so much pressure on Logas’ hands that his nails dug into his skin. Then, he said the following words with a look of hatred that he had never shown before.


  “If it was another country, what would be our response to them?”


  The answer was obvious. Even though Logas knew the answer, he dared to ask Garland.


  “It’s obvious! We’ll just destroy the whole country! They must suffer the same fate as my family!”


  “You are right. We, Heim, must hunt down the assassins and expose their heads to the world.”


  “──Yes, that’s right…!”


  “Your Majesty. Now is the time for me to take charge. I will search the entire continent and find the assassin, no matter what it takes.”


  “Ah, Logas! I leave everything in your hands! I entrust you with the entire command of the army. So please… avenge my child’s death, avenge my family’s death!”


  With the king’s words, the army’s command was handed over to General Logas.


  “Leave it to me. Marquis Bruno has already made an effort to help me. We’ll try to find the assassins as soon as possible!”


  “It’s a good thing that Shannon-dono and the others are also working on this. ──I’m counting on you!”


  Garland finally gave Logas a strong pat on the shoulder and expressed his gratitude with sincere eyes.


   


  Chapter 6 – Royal Bloodline


  ──The honored one.


  Whenever Ain passed by an Elf, he was greeted with such a call. There was no lack of respect when they were in the royal capital, but here in Sith Mill, it went even further.


  (It’s an amazing place, by the way.)


  Even in Sith Mill, the place where the Elves live has a different atmosphere.


  The place was open but surrounded by several huge trees. The trees grew horizontally, diagonally, and in every direction, and on the thick branches that grew horizontally; there were tree houses and stairs made of cut wood.


  Many of the houses built on the ground were also made from thick stumps. There were also spiral staircases, and some of the houses were made of multiple layers of treehouse floors.


  The fountain at the center also caught Ain’s attention.


  The water from the spring was said to flow down to the spring where the sun tree was located. If you follow the flow, you could see that it was a water vein that leads to the valley.


  All that remained was the chief’s mansion.


  The mansion was located at the far end of the site and had a particularly strong presence. The entire structure was a large stump, perhaps a hundred meters in diameter. Sierra told him that the chief’s mansion was built by hollowing out such a large stump.


  She suggested.


  “I have prepared a room for you in the mansion.”


  But Ain shook his head and firmly refused.


  “I’m staying at Chris’s house, so it’s okay.”


  Sylvird told him that he should do so for safety reasons. Chris had already given her consent, so it wasn’t a decision Ain had made on his own.


  “I would like to go to the chief’s mansion after dinner. Is it okay if we go later in the evening?”


  “Very well. I’ll let the chief know.”


  They parted shortly after confirming the schedule, and Chris led Ain to her house.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Chris’s house was on the outskirts of the area. It was made of a stump about the size of a normal house, and there were wooden steps leading up to the entrance.


  ──Creak.


  When the thick wooden door with a lovely round appearance was opened, a creaking sound echoed around the entrance.


  The sun’s rays were beginning to filter through the windows, but the room was dimly lit due to its location in the forest.


  “I’ll brighten it up.”


  Chris touched a crystal-like sphere nearby, seemingly familiar with the room. Then the lights hanging from the ceiling and the lamps on the walls instantly lit up, illuminating the whole house.


  “That’s a magic tool, right?”


  “Yes. My sister and I bought two magic tools with our first salary.”


  “Heh… By the way, what’s the other one?”


  “The other one is that one!”


  She pointed to a wooden box with several air inlets on it.


  “It was very expensive. It’s a cleaning tool. …We were always away from home, so we bought it to keep the dust from accumulating.”


  Chris gave him a soft impression as she explained happily.


  The way she walked with her hands folded behind her back at her waist, humming a song, was very special. Although she had always been lightly dressed, when she took off her armor, she also took off her knight’s jacket, hung it on the wall, and put on a white shirt and knight’s skirt, unbuttoning one button on the shirt.


  “So that’s why the room was so clean.”


  “Hahaha… I couldn’t invite Ain-sama if I didn’t have it.”


  Chris shook her long blond hair and looked back at Ain, and she blushed shyly. The sound of the wooden floor clicking as she walked was pleasant.


  “Please take a seat if you like.”


  She smiled bitterly and motioned for Ain to sit down.
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  “Hmm, thanks.”


  The house’s atmosphere was warm and inviting, with beautiful wood furniture everywhere you looked.


  The orange glow of the lights also made it a very relaxing environment. In the center of the room, there was a large table made of stumps. Next to the table were some wooden chairs and a brown leather sofa.


  “Can I sit on the sofa?”


  “Of course. Please sit and wait. I’ll get you a cold drink and warm up the food Martha-san provided us.”


  “When did you get that…?”


  “Well, I’m not much of a cook, so she was very considerate.”


  As expected of Martha. She probably stored the food in a magic tool or something and gave it to Chris.


  “But it’s okay! If it’s just heating it up, I can do it as well!”


  Chris, who was very determined, left Ain and headed for the kitchen through the door in the corner of the room.


  Ain, who was left behind, turned his eyes to the scenery outside the window.


  The Sith Mill, illuminated by reddish light, made Ain feel nostalgic. It’s a strangely calming view that seems to wash over him.


  It would be nice to sit on the sofa and look out until the food gets warm.


  “Oh, this is good.”


  It was a comfortable sofa with an addictively soft texture.


  “Chris, what’s inside this sofa?”


  Chris, who was in the kitchen, heard Ain’s voice and peeked out of the door.


  “Do you like it?”


  “I think I like it so much that I’d rather have it in the castle. That’s why I was curious about the contents.”


  “I didn’t use anything expensive, you know. The contents are a type of sap.”


  “──Eh.”


  “Oh, there is a sap that swells when heated. You collect it, wash it clean, and then heat it with magic to make it swell.”


  That’s rubber-like stuff.


  Ain remembered the word from his almost faded memories of his previous life and was amazed at the Elven technology.


  “I wonder if we can put a similar kind of seat in the castle?”


  “Leave it to me! As long as we have the sap, I can make it myself!”


  It didn’t seem to be a secret technology, so Chris easily agreed. It felt like he got a little souvenir, and Ain was in a good mood.


  “Does that mean this sofa is also handmade by Chris?”


  “Ugh… Actually, I made it clumsily, but I did my best. Please don’t look at it in detail!”


  (Wow!)


  She says it’s clumsily made, but she carefully sewed the leather together and filled it, so Ain has no idea what’s clumsy about it.


  Suddenly.


  Ain’s stomach rumbled with the sound of hunger.


  He also noticed that his legs and feet were heavier than he had expected sitting on the sofa.


  “I guess I was more tired than I thought.”


  He muttered with a sigh, his eyelids grew heavy, and a drowsy sensation gradually overtook him.


  Even though he had taken a break, it was natural for his body to want to sleep after half a day of walking on a difficult path.


  In addition, he couldn’t help but feel that the atmosphere of Chris’s house was also affecting him. The gentle and warm atmosphere that she had created continued to give Ain a sense of relaxation.


  Let’s take a break after we eat, Ain said in a whisper.


  As if in response to Ain’s thoughts, Chris’s voice reached him.


  “Please wait a little longer.”


  Chris’s voice came from the kitchen, and he replied, “Okay,” and clapped his cheeks to get his energy up.


  Let’s eat and regain some energy. He steeled himself for the conversation with the chief.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  After eating and resting for about an hour, Chris took Ain outside. The destination was the mansion where the chief resided.


  To meet the chief, Ain wore a formal cloak and carried a black sword on his waist.


  As he walked in this attire, he felt refreshed and noticed that the atmosphere outside was different from before.


  Torches had been set up at regular intervals around the area. Along with the torches, the moonlight reflected off the fountain, creating a unique atmosphere.


  Compared to the daytime, the streets were much less crowded, and there were only a few guards and adults outside. When they saw Ain, they immediately put their hands on their chests and bowed their heads. They all had their hands on their left chests when he looked at them closely.


  “What does it mean when an Elf puts their hand on their left chest?”


  “It’s an action to show loyalty to the other person. It is not done between friends or family. The magic stone is on the opposite side of the chest, meaning that it is ── an offering of the core.”


  “The magic stone… I see. The Elves’ magic stone is on their right chest.”


  The heat and the feel of that moment came back to his left hand. It was around the time when Ain was troubled when he noticed the tombstone of the first king, Gail.


  Then Chris seemed to have guessed what Ain was thinking and said with a blush.


  “Please don’t remember that… It’s so embarrassing.”


  When they thought about it, they had been bold with each other. No wonder they felt embarrassed.


  “We’re right in front of the chief’s mansion! Look! That’s the chief’s mansion!”


  “I see. Sierra-san’s there too.”


  Sierra was standing at the entrance of the mansion.


  And next to her, a strong male Elf is waiting. He was slightly taller than Ain. His long blond hair, typical of Elves, was loosely bound in a single strand, and he wore leather armor.


  He carries a large sword on his back, which is unusual for an Elf.


  “Who is the man next to Sierra-san?”


  “That’s the warrior leader, Silas-san. He’s the strongest one here.”


  As Ain looked through Chris’s profile, he could see that he had come in front of the chief’s mansion, and he had a stern expression on his face. Ain was about to ask who was stronger between him and Chris, but he swallowed this question.


  After a dozen seconds of walking, Sierra saw Ain and said:


  “We’ve been waiting for you. The chief is waiting for you inside.”


  “Thank you. I’ll go with Chris.”


  Ain replied, and Chris stepped forward to go inside.


  Then Silas, who had been waiting for him, said in a low voice:


  “I’d like you to wait a moment.”


  For Chris, it was as if he was blocking Ain’s movement.


  Perhaps that was why Chris said it in a slightly prickly manner.


  “What do you want?”


  “As I’m sure you know, Chris-dono, no one is allowed to bring weapons to the chief’s room. I’m sorry, but I would like to take charge of the weapons of the two of you.”


  Oh, so that’s how it is.


  Ain put his hand on his belt when he heard a convincing reason, but Chris next to him shook his head and answered.


  “I can’t do that this time. It is the crown prince who will meet the chief. There is only one person in this country who can give orders to the crown prince, and that is His Majesty King Sylvird.”


  It was not an unreasonable story.


  Elves are allowed a certain amount of autonomy to live in this land, but that doesn’t mean that the chief is in a higher position than the royalty.


  “I’m fine with it.”


  Ain was worried that he might antagonize the Elves, but Chris didn’t back down.


  “This is the only thing I can’t compromise. It’s to protect Ain-sama’s body.”


  She was right, of course.


  “I understand what you’re saying, but then we’ll have to follow the customary──.”


  On the other hand, Silas seemed to want to keep the customary way, and he was still confused when he heard Chris’s words.


  When Ain was thinking of an alternative plan, Sierra interrupted them with a small cough.


  “──I’ll take care of this matter.”


  “Sierra-dono!”


  “You can’t force the custom on the two of them. In particular, the crown prince was welcomed by the tree spirits and was personally invited by the chief. It would be impolite to impose our customs on him.”


  “…I understand. If you say so, it is not my place to interfere.”


  When he reluctantly agreed, Sierra invited Ain inside the mansion.


   


  

  


   


  “I understand how you feel. Still, why don’t you think about how you say it a little more?”


  Once inside, Sierra threw some words at Chris with a look of astonishment. She complained about her attitude toward Silas earlier, but it seemed as if she was asking her if she could have been a little softer in her tone.


  “I thought he wouldn’t let us through if I didn’t say it strongly enough.”


  “As I said before, I understand how you feel. But this time, it’s my fault, too. I knew this would happen, and I should have told Silas-san about it. I’ll reflect on that.”


  A grim silence passed between the two.


  Living in the distant places of the royal capital and Sith Mill, there must have been a difference in their values.


  They were childhood friends, so it was not their intention for this to happen between them.


  “The smell of wood in this house is very pleasant.”


  Ain suddenly made a comment that drew their attention. But the fact was, the scent of this mansion was pleasant. The high ceilings and spacious corridors, full of wood, made him feel like he was bathing in a forest.


  At first glance, it seemed to be a random sentence, but it secretly calmed the two of them down.


  “Fufu… Now, Your Highness. The chief is waiting in the room over there.”


  It took a few dozen seconds to walk down the wide hallway.


  The Elven chief was waiting for him behind a huge door that was present in front of their eyes.


  “Chris and I will be waiting at the entrance, so please call us if you need anything.”


  “All right. Okay, Chris, I’ll be going.”


  At this point, Ain left Chris and went ahead to stand in front of the door.


  The door opened both ways. It looked thick and heavy, but like the audience hall in the castle, no one was in charge of opening the door. But when Ain put his hand on it, he didn’t feel the weight at all. He could feel the faintest hint of magic, and he guessed that the door itself was a magic tool.


  Now, when the door opened, what he saw inside was the figure of the chief waiting for him.


  In a room with a high hemispherical ceiling overhead, she was there, sitting on a carpet laid out in the middle of the room.


  Her appearance was unmistakably that of an old woman, but it was hard to believe that she had lived for several hundred years.


  She looked like she was in her seventies or even eighties, with her back straight and her gray hair tied up with a string, showing no signs of being defeated by her impending old age.


  When Ain was surprised by the chief’s appearance, the chief also looked at Ain and exclaimed.


  “───”


  Then she was about to reach out her hand to cling to him, but she restrained herself. Her lips trembled weakly, and her gaze looked down gravely.


  (…What’s going on?)


  Ain approached the carpet where she was sitting with suspicion.


  With her eyes downcast, the chief took a deep breath and waited for Ain to take one step closer and then another.


  When she noticed him standing in front of the carpet, she slowly opened her eyes and said, “It must have been a hard journey.”


  “Thank you for your hospitality. Thanks to Chris, I had no problems getting here.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. Please sit down here.”


  He did as he was told and sat down on the carpet, surprised to find that his chest was secretly beating fast.


  The chief in front of him was a woman who had actually seen the legendary first king. Ain’s admiration for the first king was different from usual, and he lacked composure.


  “How are Christina-san doing?”


  “Y-yes… Chris has always been a great help to me. She’s still waiting for me outside the door, and there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t rely on her.”


  It could be called a rambling conversation. After an exchange that seemed to probe the distance between them, they both fell silent without saying a word.


  This is an omen.


  It was also a time to take a breath before the shock of what was to come.


  “His Majesty has told me that you have something to ask me.”


  The chief who started the conversation turned her eyes to Ain.


  At the same time, Ain was at a loss for words for a moment. He has something to ask.


  About the Red Fox, the relationship between the first king and the former Demon Lord’s territory, the Wernstein surname, and the sanctuary.


  Of these, the first thing he should ask was about the red fox.


  However, since Chris was the one who had come here with him, Ain’s mind unconsciously sought the answer to the fact hidden in the Wernstein surname.


  “Can you tell me about the surname Wernstein?”


  The chief’s expression froze for a moment at the words spoken with Ain’s unconcerned expression.


  ──She must have known about it.


  Ain, who had not missed the change, was convinced and observed the chief, who mended her smile.


  “It’s about Christina-san, isn’t it?”


  “…..”


  “She was shy, but she had always been a hard worker. I was very surprised when I heard that she left Sith Mill and became a knight in the royal capital──”


  “Chief.”


  She twisted the word forcibly.


  He has come this far with the intention of not backing away.


  “I’ll change the wording. Can you tell me the relationship between Chris and the Wernstein inscription on the tombstone?”


  He didn’t say where the tombstone was. Even if he was wrong, there was no problem in asking.


  But Ain said it with conviction, and he knew that the chief would think twice about it. His premonition was correct, and the chief slumped her shoulders in resignation at Ain’s convincing words.


   


  “As I thought ── you went to the royal cemetery in the former royal capital.”


   


  Former royal capital.


  It was a word that Sierra had mentioned, but from the context, he guessed it was the former Demon Lord’s territory.


  From the chief’s words, “As I thought,” it is clear that she was prepared for this to happen from Sylvird’s letter and that she was slightly conflicted about telling him.


  “You originally called it the former royal capital.”


  “I am the only one who says these words nowadays. Now, before I tell you the details, let’s work on the room.”


  The chief then took out a short staff from behind her back and struck the carpet three times. The sound of screeching echoed out of nowhere for a moment, and then the air was cool as if the temperature had dropped a few degrees.


  “It’s like a seal. I had to use an old technique to keep the sound from leaking out.”


  She placed her staff on the carpet soundlessly and stared at Ain.


  “I don’t like roundabout stories. Your Highness confirmed that the name Wernstein was inscribed on the grave of Queen Raviola, didn’t you?”


  She was being straightforward again.


  Ain was momentarily pressured by the chief’s words. I see, this is the presence of the chief, he thought.


  “Yes. At first, I thought that her maiden name was engraved on it, but I was surprised to see that her surname was the same as Chris’s, and that’s why I asked.”


  “No wonder you were surprised. So, was it Marco-sama who guided you?”


  “…You know Marco?”


  “Yes, I know him. How is that man doing?”


  “…..”


  Ain couldn’t find an answer to this question. He just shook his head.


  “I see. …So Marco-sama has fulfilled his mission.”


  When the chief mentioned the reason for Marco’s stay in the Demon Lord’s castle, as if it were quite natural, the chief made a difficult expression and organized in her mind what she was going to say.


  She immersed herself in nostalgia, surrendered her heart to a wave of emotions that could not be contained in a single word, and eventually exhaled deeply.


  Finally, she looked into Ain’s face, nodded her head, and made up her mind.


  “It’s going to be a very long story.”


  “I’m prepared for it. Please let me hear it.”


  “I suppose I should tell you the story before the Great War, but that would be too long. …Then I will tell you the story of my last meeting with Queen Raviola.”


  Hearing this, Ain was pleased to hear that he was going to get many clues.


  At the same time, he felt his pulse quicken and realized that he was getting tense all over.


  “After that sad war, I was working with the few surviving Elves to rebuild Ishtalika. Not a single one of my people from that time is now here. I am the only one who has managed to stay alive.”


  One day, as usual, they were working on reconstruction.


  “Suddenly, a messenger of Queen Raviola arrived. Then he said to me, ‘Her Highness wishes to see you. Please come to the Demon Lord’s castle.'”


  But there were no water trains in those days. The journey took much longer than it does now, but she hurriedly went with the messenger to the place where Raviola was waiting.


  “When I arrived at the Demon Lord’s castle, Queen Raviola was waiting with her own attendants. I remember that Marco-sama was next to her, protecting her.”


  Then Raviola looked at the chief and spoke in a lively voice, “It’s been a long time.”


  When the chief replied, “It has been a long time,” Raviola smiled gently and stepped into the castle. Marco had beckoned to the chief, who had been anxiously wondering what had happened.


  It was easy for Ain to imagine Marco’s appearance.


  “As I’m sure you know, there is a cursed room in front of the royal cemetery.”


  It was a very sickening room. He remembered that it was an unpleasant room, full of black desires and a sense of reality.


  “The reason why there is a royal cemetery in the back of that room is because that place is where Misty-sama created a barrier. It was created to protect the inhabitants of the former royal capital, so to speak, an area that is like a sanctuary like this Sith Mill. I don’t think you’ve tried it, but that place is a special realm that can only be accessed from within the castle.”


  It means that even if you try to enter it from outside, you won’t be able to.


  “The beast has turned it into a cursed room.”


  “It’s as I expected.”


  “Let’s return to the story. I was reunited with Queen Raviola, and I passed through that cursed room while being protected by Marco-sama and Queen Raviola. A new hole had already been dug in the royal cemetery, and a single coffin, made by a craftsman, was placed in it. A tombstone had even been prepared.”


  “…It’s the tombstone of His Majesty the First, no, His Majesty Gail, right?”


  It was finally revealed who carried the body to the former Demon Lord’s territory.


  Ain had no idea that it was the queen herself.


  By the way, the reason why Ain rephrased it was because the chief who knew the situation would think that the words of the first king meant Arche.


  In light of this, he changed his mind, but the chief shook her head.


  “It will be hard for you to change the way you call His Majesty right now. I will call His Majesty Gail as the first king for now. As for Her Majesty Arche, I’ll continue to refer to her as Her Majesty Arche.”


  She was so concerned that she continued before Ain could reply.


  “I had not heard of His Majesty’s death. Before making it public, they had been working in secret like this. Even so, they pretended that he was buried in the royal cemetery in the current royal capital and did not inform anyone except the two followers.”


  The two followers referred to the two men who had served the first king.


  The chief did not inquire about the cause of the first king’s death but simply grieved until her tears ran dry. Raviola stoutly hugged and supported such a chief.


  At this point, Ain wondered.


  “I’ve been thinking about it, and even though the two followers knew about it, isn’t that plan too much to ask?”


  “Y-yes. As Your Highness said, I think that Queen Raviola took it too far. It would have been extremely difficult for her to leave the royal capital and bury her husband without telling her son, the heir. However, there were many holes in Ishtalika at that time compared to today’s Ishtalika. These holes were in the security and communication network. Magic tools were not as advanced as they are now, so it may have been easier to act in secret compared to now.”


  It was only a guess, but I guess the chief didn’t know any better.


  “I’m sorry. I must have gotten a little carried away.”


  The chief lowered her eyes. But soon, her gaze trembled from side to side, and she blinked rapidly.


  Ain just waited patiently for the chief to calm down.


  “Then we returned to the Great Hall. Queen Raviola’s servant unexpectedly exchanged glances with the messenger and quietly left before me. It was a few minutes later. She came back with a male baby in her hands.”


  Ain’s eyes widened, and he exclaimed.


  He blinked irregularly, and his breathing was restless. Hah, hah, with short breaths and quick bells to the chest.


  “…Queen Raviola had entrusted me with her second child.”


  Wait a minute.


  Why did she leave her child? Why did she decide to leave her child to her?


  And why did she choose an Elf as her second child’s partner…? There were so many questions that came to Ain’s mind.


  But there was one thing that became clear to him.


  “…C-Chief! Please wait! Could it be, Chris──.”


  Ain put his hands on the carpet and approached the chief in a panic. His hands were sweating so much that they felt like they were slipping.


  “How much do you know about the Pixie race, Your Highness?”


  “It’s almost completely… nothing…!”


  “Pixies are one of the few fairy races that are even more special.”


  The chief continued cruelly and unconcerned manner to Ain, who seemed to be in a state of panic, unable to fully organize his thoughts.


  “Born with the light, gone with the light. It is said that this is the life of a Pixie, and even if she carries a child, there will be no difference in her appearance. When she gives birth, she emits light from her own body, and the child is born with it. The Pixie will remain young even in her later years and will live out her life in that form.”


  A queen with a child in her body would undoubtedly be a tightly guarded person. It was the first time Ain had heard of such a constitution that could avoid it.


  If what he had heard was true, it would not be possible to tell at first glance whether they were pregnant or not. That is to say. The queen was pregnant with her second child, and no one but the two followers knew about it.


  “She embraced the child lovingly and kissed his forehead, wrapped in a white cloth. At last, with a weary look on her face, she said, ‘I am sorry,’ and handed the child to me.”


  “…Why──”


  Why did she do that?


  With mixed emotions, Ain asked this question.


  The chief immediately explained the reason.


  “After the war, Ishtalika was in turmoil. Even with His Majesty Gail, the heroic king, leading the way. It was unavoidable. The Great War had taken many lives, and everyone was exhausted and in the midst of reconstruction.”


  It was at this time that Raviola feared for her life.


  “The second child was born with a weakness. She thought that he would not survive in Ishtalika at that time, so she decided to leave him to us who lived in Sith Mill.”


  Raviola had never been to Sith Mill before. But the decision to entrust her was based on the words of the first king. She had heard of their power to keep enemies at bay and had decided to trust them.


  “She wished for him to live a healthy life, not as royalty, but as a citizen of Ishtalika, living in Sith Mill.”


  “So the Chief accepted that wish… and welcomed him as your son.”


  She lowered her eyes, relaxed her expression, and nodded.


  “His name is Wilfried Wernstein. He had a Pixie-leaning bloodline and lived a long life of about three hundred years.”


  It was a long time, but the Fairy Race was said to have lived a long life.


  If Wilfried had been a pure-blooded Pixie, the chief said, he might have lived even longer.


  “He was a timid boy, strongly shy. He loved books more than swords and never really opened up to any other Elves but me. So much so that he did not even fall in love until his later years.”


  His later years were different from those of humans. It’s not just a few decades; it’s a very long time.


  “In the end, there was an Elf who came to visit Wilfried-sama. She was a very young Elf, but she was attracted to Wilfried’s serene atmosphere and fell in love with him.”


  He was won over by her enthusiasm, and they became husband and wife.


  “They had a child together. In time, the child grew to adulthood and married an Elf, and they had two daughters.”


  Ain could not help but understand the rest of the chief’s words.


  (It wasn’t just that they seemed to be related to the royal family.)


  The blood that has been inherited is much thicker than that of the current royal family.


  When Ain understood everything, Chris’s image flashed behind his eyelids, reminding him of her smile and her usual devotion.


  “You already know.”


  The chief’s words shook him to the core.


  Ain took a deep breath and confirmed it without words.


  The first daughter’s name was Celestina Wernstein.


  And the second daughter’s name is Christina Wernstein.


  So Chris is──.


   


  “Christina Wernstein is the great-granddaughter of His Majesty the First, isn’t that right?”


   


  The chief listened to his words and nodded, keeping her eyes down.


  Ain subconsciously held his head and thought of Chris waiting outside the door.


  “Your Highness, please listen to the wishes of this old Elf. I promised Queen Raviola that I would not tell anyone about Wernstein. I had no intention of breaking my promise, but I have told Your Highness. I beg you to please keep today’s conversation gently and carefully in the depths of Your Highness’ mind.”


  Originally, this should not have been done. At the very least, he should have told Sylvird.


  Ain was bewildered by the determination shown by the chief.


  There is no way for the chief to know how Raviola felt when she gave up her child. That’s why. It made him think that he should consider the feelings of the chief and Raviola.


  “I was actually worried about Christina-san, too. She was a hard worker, just like Wilfried-sama, but she was also shy and reserved, wasn’t she? Since she was also a shy girl, I was worried that she would be lonely in the capital.”


  In Sith Mill, she was always with Sierra or with her sister Celestina. However, when Celestina disappeared, and Chris went to the royal capital, her childhood friend Sierra was not present.


  “It’s my fault that Christina-san has become shy.”


  The chief said in a guilty voice.


  “It all started because of my special treatment towards Wilfried-sama. In the end, the Wernsteins became a family that was as well respected by the other Elves as by me, the chief. And of course, Christina-san is the heir to the surname.”


  It is extremely difficult to take care of a royal child and treat him like any other of your own people. Even if it was a direct request from Raviola, the chief could not completely separate the two.


  “The other day, Sierra told me the reason why she hadn’t received many letters.”


  What Sierra reported was that Chris was very fond of Ain. She couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw the surprised expressions, gestures, and trust she had in her childhood friend.


  Quiet talk.


  Ain was interested in what the chief had said here.


  “What kind of people were the two followers of Queen Raviola?”


  This was just a curiosity. It had nothing to do with the main question, but he was just curious about the two people Raviola trusted.


  “The two of them played a very important role in the founding of the unified state of Ishtalika. The one who came to call me was a man. He was the one who made the laws, made many dedications, and was a friend of His Majesty the First. The other person was a woman. She served Queen Raviola and was with her on a regular basis.”


  If they were such great people, they would definitely be recorded as important people, but Ain had never heard of them.


  “I’m afraid I didn’t learn enough. I had never heard of them.”


  “There are very few records from the time of the founding of the nation. The Great War burned a lot of documents and took away people’s memories. It’s no wonder Your Highness didn’t know about them since they’ve disappeared into the shadows of history.”


  “It was reasonably new to me. What were their names?”


  “They had no names. Unlike today, there were many such different races in those days…”


  “That’s unfortunate… So what was their race?”


  This was just another curiosity.


  However, when the chief heard Ain’s words, her expression changed drastically, and she opened her mouth with a nervous expression. It’s as if the chief is trying to help Ain, who is sitting right in front of her.


  “It is the race that Your Highness is pursuing.”


  “A race that I’m pursuing ── No way, that’s ridiculous…!”


  “Yes, the Red Fox. The two of them betrayed the Red Fox and fought under the first king.”


  “…That’s impossible.”


  His mind was dominated by the preconceived notion that such Red Foxes could not exist, and he denied the chief’s words.


  “No, it is possible.”


  The chief, on the other hand, responded immediately to Ain’s words with denial.


  “Your Highness seems to know Marco-sama very well. If that’s the case, it would be strange to see two Red Foxes in Marco-sama’s presence.”


  That’s right if it were said that way.


  There is no way that a loyal knight would show mercy to a Red Fox in front of him.


  According to the story, the two were protected by Marco and passed through the cursed room. If that’s the case, then there’s reason to believe that they are not enemies.


  However, Ain had one question.


  The chief who foresaw this said.


  “Marco-sama was neither deceived nor influenced like Her Majesty Arche. The two followers have been working with His Majesty the first and Queen Raviola from the beginning.”


  It was Marco’s loyalty, of course. If there was no possibility that he had been deceived, then Ain would believe it.


  “You really know a lot, don’t you?”


  “If Your Highness found it at all meaningful, I couldn’t be more pleased.”


  Then the chief’s expression changed, and the atmosphere became even more solemn.


  “I must also tell you about the Red Fox.”


  “Please.”


  “There is not much I can tell you. I was too young to go into battle at the time, and I spent my time in hiding. …But I think all of this information is important.”


  Then.


  The chief took it slowly.


  “In the old book purchased by Her Highness the First Princess, there was a woman described as the chief of the Red Foxes.”


  “…How do you know about that book?”


  The book was also purchased by Katima.


  The chief continued, “I will explain later.”


  “You may think that she is our only enemy, Your Highness, but perhaps she is not.”


  “Another race was also an enemy?”


  “No, only the Red Fox. But there was more than one will at work in their movements according to that man.”


  “That man, who was he?”


  “It was His Majesty the First.”


  But it wasn’t clear. It was only a prediction, and Gail had mentioned that he had a feeling that it was so.


  The chief apologized for not being able to answer with confidence in the letter.


  But Ain didn’t think so.


  “It was good information.”


  He was glad to hear Gail’s prediction.


  “By the way, how did you know about the book Katima-san bought?”


  The chief smiled and opened her mouth.


  “That’s because I’m the one who authorized the sale of that book. There seems to be a lot of confusion about the author, but I know him too. I have lived with him here at Sith Mill.”


  Queen Raviola’s second child flashed through Ain’s mind.


  He’s the only one. It was Wilfried Wernstein. When he mentioned the name without thinking, the chief immediately replied, “That’s right.”


  What a strange fate this was.


  A highly respected Elf with a passion for research, who was said to have lived for hundreds or even thousands of years. It was rumored that he was a recluse, but who knew that he was actually a part of a royal family that was separated?


  “That book also contains information that I shared with Wilfried-sama.”


  They did not share the information about the Red Fox because it was too obscure.


  “No wonder it felt so real… When I read that book for the first time, I wondered how the author knew so much about that time.”


  “The book had been left in the care of a wealthy man in the town at the foot of the mountain. When I heard that Her Highness the First Princess wanted it, I felt that it was fate that had brought it to her, and I was happy to allow it to be sold and delivered to the royal family.”


  “I can’t tell the story to Katima-san ─── my aunt, but I will tell her to take good care of it.”


  The chief nodded with a satisfied expression.


  “I’ve heard some really interesting things today, by the way.”


  In fact, he had a few more questions he wanted to ask, but the chief’s face showed signs of fatigue.


  He wanted to take into account the reason why she could not come to the capital. Sierra had told him that she was not in good health due to her old age and that leaving Sith Mill was not an option for her.


  It was not Ain’s intention to force the chief to stay here since they would still be staying for a few more days.


  Ain also wanted some time to sort out what he had heard today.


  “I think I’ll take my leave now. I would be happy to have some more time later.”


  The chief persisted several times but nodded when he told her that there was still time for him to stay and that he did not mind if it was not hurried.


  “I searched the archives before Your Highness arrived, but I think it’s time to look again. There may be some information about the Red Fox in there.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I will send Sierra to you as soon as she finds it. Please give us some time.”


  Ain bowed deeply for the last time and left the chief’s room.


  When he met up with Chris, who was waiting outside, he pondered the truth about her that he had learned and how he should organize his emotions.


   


  Chapter 7 – In The Midst of Darkness


  When the date changed a few hours after Ain left the chief’s mansion, at around midnight.


  In the distant castle of Heim, things were extremely hectic.


  It had been hectic up to now, but now it was enveloped in a strange atmosphere of furious knights and civil servants, and it was only getting more intense.


  It was no wonder.


  The nobles who had been missing were found one after another, and without exception, reports arrived that everything had been cut short.


  In addition, just a few moments ago, a report arrived that the wife of the former head of the Roundheart family… that is, the mother of Logas, had also been decapitated by such a vicious blade.


  Heim’s concentration was now unified by the desire to kill the bandit.


  However, there was one person who felt uncomfortable with this sudden uproar. It was Elena.


  “…..What in the world is going on?”


  The assassination of a nobleman alone is a major disturbance. But this time, not only a member of the royal family but also a member of a major general’s family was assassinated.


  The impact this has had is immeasurable.


  The question is whether a mere bandit would be able to do such a thing. At least Elena thinks it is unlikely.


  Then again, would it be Ishtalika?


  “It’s impossible. That Warren-dono would never have done something like this in the dark.”


  She was convinced that he would rather destroy Heim itself than do such a thing.


  “E… Elena-sama!”


  Suddenly, a subordinate came in with a desperate look on his face. He was out of breath, and his forehead was sweating.


  Today was not a day to panic, but even so, the face of the civil servant who had arrived was covered with more tension.


  “Calm down. What’s wrong?”


  “I-I’m sorry! But, Logas-sama is…!”


  Logas also lost his own mother.


  Elena listened to him, wondering if he was losing his cool in some way.


  “He has decided to dispatch an armed survey team to Rockdam and Birdland! They are leaving today at noon!”


  “──Who told you that!?”


  “Yes! A Kingsguard knight told me about it just a few minutes ago!”


  A knight would not lie about such a thing. He would be decapitated if it was a falsehood to say that he was ordered by Logas.


  Then again, Logas’ determination is serious.


  “Where so many nobles had been kidnapped, the assassination of His Highness. As far as Logas-sama is concerned, the only one who would benefit from this would be none other than the countries opposing Heim.”


  “Yeah, yeah! I know what you mean! But it’s too sudden!”


  Although they are talking about a survey mission, in other words, they are sending an army. No matter how powerful Heim is, there is no way that the other countries would not oppose it. There is no way that they would say, “Go ahead,” if they were asked to conduct an investigation without any evidence.


  The only saving grace is that they avoided Euro.


  At this point, they would like to avoid a battle with Ishtalika at all costs.


  “What else did they say?”


  “…As I recall, they are planning to send a letter to Euro. I overheard them mentioning… whether they had any idea of what it was about.”


  “It all depends on how they listen and react. … I understand. If we are to send a letter to Euro, I will do it myself. I will prepare the contents. Please tell Logas-sama that.”


  In the unlikely event that it would be seen as a hostile act, Elena decided to undertake this task herself. If she had to cross over to Euro, she would have to schedule several days, but it seemed the best move to avoid irritating Ishtalika.


  “Understood. Then I will go and tell them now.”


  Hearing Elena’s words, the civil servant hurries out of the office.


  Later, she’ll have a quick meeting with Logas, and they’ll decide on the document. Elena has one more job to do, but she is grateful that it didn’t happen in a place she had no control over.


   


  ──A fire was kept continually lit in the great hall to illuminate the deceased second prince.


  Garland had a surprisingly caring side. He stayed close to the second prince until he collapsed and fainted just before noon.


  And at the same time, many knights lined up outside the castle.


  They had done exactly what they had said they would do, and now they were leaving Heim.


  “Because of the General, the war is getting closer every second.”


  Elena scoffed while lamenting the current situation.


  Then, she quickly weighed in. Not one to speak too ill of her people, she recanted her current statement in her mind.


  But it was tempting to say something as light as this.


  The situation in her homeland, which had taken a sudden turn overnight, left her with a suspicion that is hard to describe.


  Royalty and nobility are united in one goal: revenge. This may be the majority’s opinion, but Elena found it strange.


  “Everything is just meshing too well together.”


  The point is that Heim is being targeted too much. The crimes targeted the nobility and even the royalty. The fact that all of this is happening after the meeting with Ishtalika is a tricky one.


  It was as if they were completely targeted, and there was a hidden will to further damage Heim’s patriotic feelings when they were damaged, to reap reason and provoke a war. Elena scoffed at herself for thinking this.


  “I must be tired.”


  She doubted her own composure, but her mind would think on its own.


  ──When did we make a mistake? Elena thought to herself.


  Once, putting aside the assassination this time. The most recent wound was inflicted by Ishtalika.


  While Elena avoided giving an excuse for war at the meeting, that doesn’t mean that Heim could have won even a single war as a country; she can’t nod her head if someone were to ask her that.


  Going back further here. How did they end up having the meeting?


  “All because we broke the secret agreement.”


  Following the timeline. After Ain and Olivia left Heim, the next contact was at Euro, where there was a dispute involving Tigre and Grint. After that, a meeting was held, although several years had elapsed.


  In all likelihood, it all began when the secret agreement was broken.


  Think again here. No matter how much the second child was blessed with easily recognizable talents, would a member of a great general’s family treat the royalty of a major power with whom they had a secret agreement in the same way?


  If Ain and Olivia’s personalities were in question, it would not be hard to tell. However, Ain worked diligently on his training and acquired a power that no one else in his age group could match. Even though Heim has a side of supremacy in terms of natural-born skills, the way they behaved to him at that time was still questionable.


  In a different way of thinking, the Roundheart family’s problems and Heim’s problems are connected.


  ──Then, it must have been at the time of Grint’s birth that the Roundheart family went crazy.　


  Born with the Holy Knight skill, Grint was the most gifted child of a warrior family. Elena remembered that after he was born, the treatment of Ain became worse.And as a result, Ain and Olivia crossed over to Ishtalika and became similar to  enemies of Heim.


  Elena felt several locks being unlocked, one by one.


  “It all started with the Roundheart, and Ishtalika and Heim became enemies.”


  One by one, the thoughts proceed as if setting the stage.


  It was all too easy, but the composition seemed to be trying to create an Ishtalika versus Heim situation.


  “And the assassination attempt has triggered the dispatch of an investigation team by Logas-dono.”


  It is inevitable that they will fall into a war against each country. If this happens, what happens, in the end, is likely to end in a victory for Heim.


  It could be said that Heim, who had been touted as the continental supreme power, became the continental champion in both name and reality and united the continent. Then, as a result, it would be a unified nation, just like Ishtalika.


  “──Is it a coincidence?”


  Despite differences in the scale of their forces, by a strange coincidence, two united nations will be formed.


  Whether this is a coincidence or not remains to be seen, but she does feel a connection to the story.


  “Let’s think this through again.”


  Here she finally returns to the assassination.


  She wants to think about the assassination that would have triggered a war in Heim and the bandit who accomplished it.


  “As expected, there must have been several assassins. No single assassin could kill that many people, not even Logas-dono──.”


  Yes, it would be difficult, no matter how good Logas is.


  At the very least, it would take someone more talented than him. But such an existence would be limited.


  Elena thought it was a crazy idea, but one person came to mind.


  ──Someone who is even better than Logas-dono?


  Her body froze as if she had been put on ice. Speaking of someone more powerful than Logas, there was one person that Elena knew of.


  It was at a martial arts festival held every few years in Birdland.


  There, she recalled, Logas had been defeated by the same opponents time and again.


  “I think it’s crazy. Why would Edward-dono do an assassination in Heim? Oh…”


  It was at this point that Elena came to her senses.


  Before heading to the meeting, she had overheard something from Tigre. Shannon, Grint’s fiancée, had asked him to deliver a message. Elena had not heard who it was for, but she remembered it because she had heard it from Grint and found it interesting.


  She believes it said, “Let’s get ready for a new stage.”


  It was just the words of a noblewoman.


  But under the current circumstances, she can’t help but be caught up in the moment. The timing and the words of this girl’s words made Elena’s heart glued to the stage.


  “It must be just a coincidence.”


  If the fears are unfounded, so be it. Just ask one question to resolve this doubt to the Bruno family, whether Edward came to Heim.


  Then ask Lord Amour as well, and this suspicion will be cleared up.


  She would only have to find out if there was a discrepancy between the two stories, and that would be the end of it.


  She does not think that Lord Amour will lie. He would not have conspired with Ishtalika to cause this assassination uproar, or he would not have sent Edward without telling Ishtalika.


  However.


  “No, we should not act carelessly.”


  She doesn’t know what is being set up or what the purpose is, but it would be disturbing if she were correct in her predictions. At the very least, the assassin would not have missed Elena.


  If so, she would at least want to get in touch with her husband as soon as possible.


  Also, she wondered if she should ask for an opinion from General Logas.


  “…..I couldn’t possibly reach him.　”


  In all likelihood, Logas will not listen to Elena’s words. Shannon is Grint’s fiancee, and the two have a reputation for being close, partly because their ties to the Bruno family are now as strong as their awe of the royal family.


  “Logas-dono should know nothing about it since they killed his mother… but.”


  If Edward was the true identity of the bandit, Shannon was definitely an accomplice.


  “I can’t tell Roundheart yet.”


  Then who should she tell?


  She also wanted to make it clear who her allies were, but there was no one she could trust other than her family ──.


  “If it’s His Highness… if it’s Tigre-sama…”


  It’s a bitter pill to swallow, but it seems that Tigre is the only one she can tell at the moment.


  Tigre and Garland’s appearance yesterday never looked like an act. However, she is afraid to tell Garland right now. Because the story could be delivered to Logas right away.


  On the other hand, if it is Tigre, even Elena would be able to control him if the need arises.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Elena was informed by a servant that Tigre had returned to his room after Garland had collapsed, looking equally disheveled.


  When she reached Tigre’s room, Elena knocked on the door several times.


  “Your Highness, it’s me.”


  “──Come in.”


  After a few seconds, Tigre answered. It was a weak response, probably because he hadn’t gotten much sleep.


  “…What do you want, Elena?”


  He doesn’t even try to hide his displeasure about visiting him in his room at a time like this. When Elena sees that Tigre’s room is empty, she approaches the sofa where Tigre sits and rests.


  “I have something to tell you.”


  Tigre’s eyebrows furrowed at the words spoken seriously. Elena’s preamble conveyed that this was an important story.


  By extension, he was convinced that it had to be about this case.


  “Continue.”


  “Yes. The assassin is probably as good as, if not better than, Logas-dono.”


  Hearing these words, Tigre understandably slumps his shoulders, lets out a sigh of disappointment, and looks up at the ceiling.


  Without being told, he already knew what she was thinking.


  “Go away now, I’m not going to sit through that nonsense──.”


  “There is one more thing I would like to remind you of. Before we went to the meeting when Grint-dono was on his way to Euro. Do you remember that he was asked by Shannon-dono to go and deliver a message to a certain person?”


  A moment later, Tigre’s vision was hit by a shock as if the glass were breaking.


  “Keep going.”


  He took a swig of the water on the table and slapped his cheek like Elena did before she came to this room.


  “Let me explain my hypothesis.”


  Coughing once, Elena told Tigre the hypothesis she had developed in her office from scratch.


  The timing of the event was too good to be true, and Shannon mentioned the word “stage.” Elena carefully and in detail explained the materials for her hypothesis.


  The conversation lasted several minutes and felt like several hours.


  Tigre, who was listening to the conversation, was aware of his heart beating loudly but managed to keep his composure.


  “Elena’s prediction certainly seems to make sense. Huh! I have no idea what’s going on. If what Elena says is true, then we don’t know who is our enemy and who is our friend…”


  “So I have decided to take advantage of Logas-dono’s letter and send a letter to Euro.”


  This by no means relying on Ishtalika. They believe that the country is neutral in this matter, and they rely on that neutrality to make sure that Lord Amour and Euro are not moving.


  “It is dangerous. It is nothing but folly to go to the enemy’s stronghold.”


  “We’re not the enemy yet. Besides, I know very well that it is dangerous. I will be able to conspire enough to get around in these situations, don’t worry.”


  Hearing this, Tigre puts his hand over his mouth and looks thoughtful.


  After several tens of seconds, he nodded several times and turned his attention to Elena.


  “I understand. I’m going to Euro, too. We will use my private army and the private army of the Augusto family to escort us.”


  “No. As Your Highness said earlier, it is dangerous.”


  “I guess it’s only a little late for that. The danger is the same if I stay here, where my brother was killed. If there is a bandit who can accomplish an assassination without being detected, it is the same wherever I am.”


  And also──.


  Tigre sat down, spread his legs wide, propped up on his elbows, and covered his forehead with his palms.


  Greasy sweat trickled down his neck. Elena noticed his thighs trembling slightly.


  “…I realized one thing when Elena pointed it out to me. I’m sorry, but I won’t change this policy.”


  In a plop, he talks about what he has remembered.


  “It was last night.”


  “That’s…”


  “When we were in the midst of our grief. ….I remembered how my father had addressed Shannon with “Dono.” It was so natural that I never questioned it until now, apparently.”


  A king of a country addresses a nobleman, a noble’s daughter in particular, with the suffix “Dono.” Furthermore, since the king is Garland, there is nothing but discomfort.


  Something cold passed down their spines. They do not know what is going on or where things connect, but there is a hint of darkness that is not within the realm of the imagination.


  “Hey, Elena, what the hell has happened to my Heim?”


  The blood drains from his entire body, and his vision becomes blurred.


  He no longer believes in his father, the king.


  Tigre felt as if his homeland had become something else that he had never known, and he turned his shaky eyes to Elena in front of him and clung to her.


   


  Chapter 8 – Sanctuary


  Sunlight streaming through the curtains stimulated Ain’s eyelids. He raised himself on the bed and rubbed his eyelids slowly before stretching out his arms.


  Where am I?


  For a moment, his eyebrows furrowed at the unfamiliarity of the bedroom, but then he quickly remembered. He realized that he was in Sith Mill and that he was in Chris’s house. Then he thought back to last night.


  After the chief had told him about Wernstein, due to the chief’s health condition, he left the mansion and returned to Chris’s house before asking the other questions he wanted to ask.


  After returning to Chris’s house, he immediately fell asleep.


  He borrowed the room that Chris’ sister, Celes, used to use, and his recollection of what happened after he lay down is hazy.


  “What’s going on?”


  He had been somewhat confused about how to treat Chris since the chief had told him about Wernstein last night. However, Ain had to hide this confusion from her, who knew nothing about it.


  ──At any rate, I’m already awake. He said.


  When Ain left the room and went to the living room, he found that Chris was already there, having finished preparing breakfast.


  “Good morning, Ain-sama.”


  “Oh… good morning.”


  “Did you, by any chance, fall asleep as soon as you entered the room?”


  “I think so. I don’t remember anything after I laid down on the bed.”


  “Haha, you walked a lot yesterday, after all…”


  Ain is the same as usual on the outside. And Chris doesn’t seem to have noticed his emotional turmoil.


  “Let’s eat now that breakfast is ready.”


  Was it due to his own eating habits that he could afford to enjoy the food that Martha had prepared?


  Or.


  (Maybe I had a hunch in my mind.)


  He did not expect her to be the great-grandchild of the first king, but he felt he had subconsciously guessed that they were deeply related.


  So let this confusion be just for now.


  Ain wished so strongly and pondered what he would do after this.


  Considering the purpose of his visit to Sith Mil, he should meet with the chief, but he could not do so now.


  The reason was because of the chief’s health condition, which Sierra had told him about before. She must have been tired after a long talk last night. Ain recalled the chief’s face when they parted and how exhausted she looked.


  Therefore, Ain had decided to refrain from meeting her today.


  ──If so, what shall we do today? He thought.


  Then he decided to go for a walk, and when Ain went outside alone, Sierra, who was walking outside, was near Chris’s house.


  As soon as she saw Ain coming outside, she walked towards him.


  “Did you have a good night’s rest?”


  “I think I slept so deeply that I myself was surprised.”


  That’s good to hear, Sierra laughed.


  “How is the chief feeling?”


  “Don’t worry. She had breakfast soon after sunrise and is now resting. This is not anyone’s fault, but because the chief is already old, so please do not worry about her. The chief also said so.”


  “But that’s only because she made time to talk to me.”


  “N-no, no! She really didn’t mind that──”


  Unsure of how best to respond to Ain’s humble attitude, a thought occurred to her.


  “Yes, right. If you have time, why don’t you and Chris go to the sanctuary?”


  “Oh, was I allowed to go?”


  “Yes, as I told you in the royal capital.”


  ──Ain thought he might go.


  He didn’t have much to do anyway, and he was interested in the sanctuary.


  Although he hasn’t been able to get a description of the sanctuary from the chief yet, he can go ahead and try.


  The rest would be up to Chris, but he didn’t think she would be opposed to it.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The road to the sanctuary is at the far end of Sith Mill. It is located behind the chief’s mansion.


  Although there were warriors on guard, as Sierra had mentioned before, when Ain and Chris came, they were not even approached, just quietly bowing their heads.


  ──Ain looked at the road leading to the sanctuary.


  The road continues gently uphill for a long time, and the end of the road is covered by a deep fog, so it is hard to see. Both sides of the road were surrounded by deep forest, and it seemed as if you would get lost if you entered the sanctuary without a guide.


  Still, this area was much easier to walk through than the forest.


  The ground was not muddy, and the hardness of the soil was pleasant to the touch. The paths were not maintained by human hands, but rather, they seemed to have been left in their natural state.


  (Is it really that strange?).


  The strong barriers in Sith Mil are due to the sanctuary.


  Therefore, the road to the sanctuary may be mysterious, but it is not strange.


  “Hey.”


  Ain calls out to Chris, who is walking in front of him.


  “Yes?”


  She was humming along with her arms crossed behind her back but turned around as soon as she heard Ain’s voice.


  “I hadn’t heard, but what were you, Chris and Celes-san, doing on your way to the sanctuary?”


  “D-do I have to tell you that?”


  “Since you’re surprised, I thought it might bother you.”


  Chris then looks forward and walks next to Ain.


  “It was my sister who initiated the idea. It was when my sister and I were both very young… Oh, you see! Sith Mill doesn’t have many places to play compared to the royal capital, so that’s why──”


  “Oh, you decided to explore?”


  “~~!”


  “Go figure…”


  It’s the same as an affirmation if she blushes and turns away. But there’s no need to be so shy.


  For a man like Ain, it was just like that, but for a woman, it was embarrassing to be asked that question, especially by someone you have feelings for.


  “I guess it’s because I was allowed by the chief to go there frequently to explore.”


  Now he could understand why only these two had been given permission to go to the sanctuary. The chief knew that they were royalty.


  “…Ain-sama is mean.”


  “Just to confirm. But I don’t know if this is the right thing to say to the sanctuary, but didn’t you get tired of it?”


  It’s not boredom; it’s habituation.


  Even Ain didn’t feel comfortable living in a castle at first. In the early days after crossing the sea, he was surprised at everything around him, and there was even a time when he couldn’t really relax, even in his room.


  Of course, things are different now. It’s just a matter of getting used to it, and even if the sanctuary is amazing, he should be able to get used to it.


  However.


  “But there was something that really bothered me. That’s why I never got tired of it.”


  There was a mystery in the sanctuary that Chris and Celes were really curious about.


  And that is to say.


  “There is a big shrine in the sanctuary. The entrance to it just wouldn’t open, so my sister and I were exploring, trying to figure out how to get inside.”


  “So you’re saying you never got bored because of that.”


  “That’s right. In the end, we could not open the entrance. ──But.”


  They were able to find one clue.


  “There are two pillars by the entrance, and we discovered that they glow. I’m thinking it might have something to do with it.”


  “Oh… that’s suspicious.”


  “But only one of the pillars glowed no matter what we did. Maybe if both of them glowed, it would have opened the entrance… but we couldn’t figure out how to do that.”


  If so, something is missing.


  (Sanctuary and shrine, and then a closed door)


  He couldn’t believe that he could solve the trick in just a few days, but he couldn’t wait to see it.


  That was when Ain’s heart began to race.


  “Oh, there it is! There it is!”


  “Hahaha──”


  A gust of wind blew between Ain and Chris, and girls’ voices could be heard in the wind.


  Their feet naturally stopped, and they turned their heads in the direction of the voices. They thought they heard voices coming from the left, but now the voices were coming from the right. Then, this time, it came from behind them and then from above their heads.


  ──What was that voice? To Ain’s surprise, Chris quickly said, “It’s a tree spirit.”


  There was no sign of the owner of the voice echoing around them, but instead, the wind caressed their cheeks. The wind instead stroked their cheeks repeatedly, not to say mockingly, but with the casualness of a small child playing with it.


  Just as Ain was feeling ticklish, two shiny balls appeared in front of him and began to spin around him. They were about the size of a fist and flew around as fast as dragonflies.


  “Wow, wow, wow!”


  “That’s great! Amazing!”


  Two balls of light approached Ain’s right arm.


  The light subsided little by little, and a small figure was clearly visible. They were dainty little girls. What made them different from ordinary humans was their size and the fact that they had translucent, glowing wings.
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  One of them appeared and began to play with Ain’s finger. They swayed their bodies back and forth and laughed happily.


  “I’m an onee-chan!”


  “Onee-chan?”


  When approached, Ain answered matter-of-factly, surprising Chris, who was walking next to him.


  “Yes! I’m this girl’s Onee-chan!”


  “O-oh.”


  Ain abandoned deep thought.


  “You two are called tree spirits, aren’t you?”


  “No! We’re fairies!”


  ──No way.


  Ain laughed bitterly at their words. Anyway, Chris said that they are like fairies, and it may not be a mistake…


  The two of them did not miss the expression that Ain showed for just a moment.


  “Ah! He doubts! He’s making doubtful eyes at us!”


  “We really are fairies! Amazing, right!”


  “…That’s amazing. But what’s so amazing about that?”


  When he asks as if he were trying to soothe a child, the older sister responds confidently.


  “Okay, then! Let me check on you!”


  She looked at Ain and said with difficulty, “Mumumu…”


  Seeing this, the younger sister makes a similar gesture, but in her case, she gets bored halfway through and gets on Ain’s shoulder. She is too free and reminds Ain of a spoiled cat in the royal capital.


  “An unusual creature!”


  “Yay! What an unusual creature!”


  The younger sister also jumped on the bandwagon and mentioned unusual creatures, easily confusing Ain.


  “Why? Your father and mother. Why are they weird creatures just like you?”


  “Only my father is a strange creature. Mother is the most beautiful dryad of all, you know? Remember that, okay?”


  “Um, Ain-sama? Don’t get me wrong, but please don’t make them feel terrible, okay?”


  Ain responded with a smile, but the older sister tilted her head from side to side repeatedly, as if she disagreed.


  “No, it’s not!”


  No, she didn’t get it at all.


  What is this guy talking about? The older sister stares at him with such eyes.


  Without a doubt, Olivia is his mother, and although he was born in a particular way, he must definitely have dryad blood in his veins.


  “The one who gave birth to you in the first place was not a dryad! Liar!”


  “Yay! Lie, lie, lie!”


  He didn’t know what or how to find out, but when he was told the first birth, Ain remembers one thing about him. It was his previous life, and the older sister may have been probing something that even Ain did not remember.


  “I hate it when you lie! Oh, but I’ll give you this!”


  “I hate it! Bye-bye! Play with me again!”


  They appeared out of nowhere and then suddenly flew away somewhere else.


  After being called strange creatures so many times, Ain was not happy to find out what was inside him.


  The small figure of the fairy was getting even smaller and harder to see as they flew away. In the blink of an eye, they flew off in the direction of the forest.


  “…What’s that? I don’t understand this sense of defeat.”


  Then Ain looked at the palm of his hand. He held a strangely large nut that the older sister had left behind before she flew away.


  To sum up, what had just happened, the fairy was amazing.


  “They say they’ll be back. By the way, this nut is…”


  “I think it’s a sign of affection. I heard a long time ago from the chief that tree spirits have that quality.”


  “Oh, by the way, did Chris ever get one?”


  “Unfortunately, this is the first time I have seen a tree spirit.”


  Chris shrugged in reply. Eventually, the wind stopped blowing, and the presence of the tree spirit disappeared.


  “I don’t think there was any affection in that exchange earlier.”


  “Maybe it’s their way of showing affection?”


  “Ahh… it’s a subtle outcome either way.”


  Ain smiled wryly. Then, even as he burned the scene so far behind his eyelids, he took a breath and said what he wondered.


  “You told me yesterday, but what kind of being is a tree spirit, after all?”


  “Let’s see, they are spirits who are believed to have lived in Sith Mil for a long time.”


  While not much more information was available, Ain’s perception of tree spirits was becoming “a naughty little girl” in his mind.


  (Maybe it’s more like Katima-san.)


  Although he could never say to the person in question, there was an atmosphere of resemblance.


  Thinking about this, he resumed walking up the slope leading to the sanctuary, and it felt more like a hiking trip than he expected.


  After putting the earlier strange encounter in the corner of his mind, he turned his attention to the end of the slope.


   


  

  


   


  When they arrived in front of the sanctuary, Ain could not believe his eyes. He was speechless at the sight of this sanctuary.


  The road to the sanctuary was shrouded in a deep fog as they walked along.


  The fog was even thicker and whiter than the dense fog that Ain had used with his skill, and it was so thick that he could not even see one step ahead.


  What appeared before them was a wall. It was as transparent as glass, and when Ain reached out to touch it, it vibrated as if you were touching the water.


  “This is the barrier. If you take one more step, you will enter the sanctuary.”


  Chris said as she touched the barrier. Her hand slowly inserted itself into the wall.


  “The chief told me that only qualified people can pass through this wall. I don’t know why my sister and I were qualified, though… ahahaha…”


  “…I wonder why?”


  Although he tries to concur, Ain has an idea of one of the qualifications.


  It’s the Wernstein bloodline.


  Or perhaps the blood of the first King Gail is the reason for this. It was not surprising that they were qualified to enter the sanctuary because of that bloodline.


  That is if Ain’s prediction was correct.


  (I should be able to enter, too.)


  Ain suddenly reached out his hand and touched the barrier.


  The wall shook, just as it did for Chris, and his hand went inside.


  Chris, who was watching next to Ain, was strangely proud.


  “Ain-sama, Ain-sama, do you think we are actually related?”


  “Actually, you might be right.”


  “Geez… I’m just kidding!”


  From Ain’s point of view, who heard the story from the chief, it was no joke.


  Chris, who is laughing, is a full-fledged royalty, and even though they are far away from each other, they are both descended from the blood of the first king.


  (As for me, it’s not a laughing matter.)


  It helped that they couldn’t see each other’s faces clearly due to the fog. If so, Chris would have been able to see the complexity of his feelings.


   


  As they proceeded over the barrier, the fog thinned with each step.


  But a new sense of discomfort struck Ain. His feet were strangely gray, and he could sense no other color.


  “Chris, something seems off──.”


  “It’s alright. Don’t worry.”


  Eventually, the fog dissipated completely.


  What came into view was a world without color. It was not a metaphor; there really was no color. Everything was in black and white, and the sanctuary was a world far removed from the reality that Ain had come to know.


  “Everything is covered in black and white, isn’t it?”


  As he looked to the side, he saw Chris in black and white as well.


  “Why? What is this?”


  “I’m sorry. Actually, I don’t know, and the chief said she doesn’t know either. But it’s okay; it’s just a little poor in visibility.”


  Although it was not something that could be dismissed lightly, Chris was comfortable with it, perhaps because she was used to it.


  It must have always been this kind of place.


  (I don’t know why.)


  Once and for all, he had no choice but to put it apart.


  If Chris and the chief didn’t know the reason, there was no way he could understand it himself. If there is no negative effect on the human body or if they are not trapped in this world, then…


  “So that’s how it is.”


  “H-huh…? Isn’t it too soon to break it up?”


  “Well, there are places like this, I’m sure.”


  It is trivial compared to the fact that he was reincarnated.


  With Chris, who is surprised to see Ain surprisingly calm, at the side, Ain calmly looks around the sanctuary.


  If there had been color, he would surely have been surprised by the spectacular view even more than he is now.


  (It’s huge!)


  This area is large enough to fit a village.


  The terrain was surrounded by sheer cliffs, with a semicircular waterfall at the back and a large vertical rock in the center.


  The shrine was located on top of a large rock.


  The upper part of the large rock was split in two, and the shrine was on the higher part. The lower part of the rock was not empty, and even from here, one could see that a small terrace-like seating area had been set up. An arched bridge over the crack leads to a spiral staircase along the rock’s perimeter.


  ──The whole structure looks like a small castle.


  The moss on the stone walls and floor and the cracks in places remind him of the history of the place.


  “You can reach Suiseiseki on this bridge.”


  Chris directed him to a bridge that extended up to the rocks.


  It is made of stone, just like the arched bridge built on the large rock. It had both a solid appearance and a sense of purity.


  “Is Suiseiseki the name of that big rock?”


  “Yes. The chief said so. …Oh yes, be careful under the bridge, there’s a river! It would be dangerous if you fell in!”


  When warned and peering down below, there is indeed a river.


  He could see that the river extended from the waterfall’s basin and led to somewhere.


  By the way, it seems that water is also flowing from somewhere into Suiseiseki. There is a hole under the pillar supporting Suiseiseki for drainage, and the water flows into the river.


  “It’s so high, isn’t it? As Chris said, it looks dangerous if you fall down.”


  “You shouldn’t even think about trying.”


  “Even, I wouldn’t want to do that.”


  Ain had a sense of deja vu about the height from the bridge to the river.


  “I think this is what it looked like when you were looking down at the castle gate from my room.”


  Now, a fall from that height would not kill or injure him. But from Chris’s point of view, it would be disturbing, and he wouldn’t want to be swept away by the river.


  “Would you like to go ahead for now?”


  “Right. Let’s open the entrance and go inside.”


  “I told you before, didn’t I? My sister and I couldn’t figure it out after all these years, you know?”


  “It might open by chance, you know.”


  While exchanging light banter, they proceeded to the bridge.


  After all, if there had been color, it would have been an amazing view. But the current view was not to be discarded either. The view was nothing short of spectacular, and Ain was overwhelmed.


  First of all, it is not only large in size but also has a solemn appearance built from a large, long, vertical rock.


  “The entrance is at the top.”


  “Hmm, the top is… over there.”


  A stone shrine resembling a pavilion with a celestial roof sits at the top of a spiral staircase.


  “Shall we go see it first?”


  “I think we should look at it from the bottom anyway.”


  “I understand. I’ll show you around.”


  “Chris hasn’t been here in a while, so let’s take our time and look around.”


  “Mm… you think that means I might get lost?”


  Chris, her lips pouting, gave him a jittery look.


  “No, not at all! Chris hasn’t been here in a while, so let’s not rush up there; let’s just take it easy and feel like tourists!”


  “I-I’m sorry… I just couldn’t help myself.”


  “I’m counting on you, Chris. If I ever get lost, I know you’ll find me.”


  “Leave it to me on that one! I can find you even if it’s my first time in a new place!”


  “…That’s impossible, isn’t it?”


  “Don’t be so calm all of a sudden! I didn’t lie! I’m absolutely, positively sure I can find you!”


  “Confidence is great, but how do you do it?”


  No way, it would be lax. As they continued on the bridge, they talked about the mystery.


  “The scent.”


  “──I see.”


  Right, the scent.


  “──Hmm? Scent!”


  “Scent, you know? I can tell if it’s Ain-sama.”


  “I take a bath every day, you know.”


  “No! That’s not what I meant… How should I explain…”


  Let’s just call it a doggy-like trait.


  The revelation surprised him, but if it were said so, it was Chris. The canine attribute was definitely there, and with that in mind──.


  (No, impossible, right?)


  Ain twitched to himself and looked up at the sky. It was a little sad to see nothing but gray skies here, whereas there were blue skies when he left Chris’s house.


  “You’re doubting me, aren’t you!”


  “That’s… as expected.”


  Then Chris said, “Well then!” and brought her hands to her chest and made a clenched fist.


  “Then I’ll show you! Let’s see if I can find Ain-sama!”


  “What, here?”


  “Of course, it’s here!”


  “Can we play around like that in the sanctuary?”


  “It will be fine! I used to do similar things with my sister!”


  “…Ah, yeah.”


  He didn’t know what they were doing. It’s what little girls did when they were still young.


  “I don’t know if it’s okay for me to move around the sanctuary as I please.”


  “Yes! And I will find you so you can hide or do whatever you want! Oh, but please don’t dive into the river or anything.”


  “It’s obvious that the scent would be lost.”


  “No, it’s so that Ain-sama doesn’t catch a cold.”


  So that means she can tell even if he is in the river?


  The confidence was great, but Chris’s face was still serious.


  (As you can imagine, it was a little awkward to be playing with her.)


  It would mean leaving Chris and going for a walk around the area.


  Although it is only a matter of mood, as the crown prince, he hesitates to play “hide-and-seek” in the sanctuary. Or rather, he would not know how he should look at the chief later on.


  “Well, I’ll go check out the sanctuary first.”


  “I understand. I’ll be there in three minutes, so please take your time and have a look.”


  Then she turned from Suiseiseki toward Sith Mill.


  Ain made sure Chris was not looking and looked around the perimeter of the Suiseiseki.


  He added, “Let’s go to the end of that broken rock.”


  He wants to see the terrace at the end of the arched bridge.


  (Where should I go from?)


  It is not a place that can be reached in three minutes if you were to walk normally, and he has no idea how to get there.


  But Ain had a flash of inspiration. Why doesn’t he just climb up along the rocks?


  First, he would put out his illusory hand from his back. Then he stretched out his hand along the rock and climbed vigorously.


  In no time at all, he was running up the rock face and approaching an arched bridge. As he landed, the bridge scraped against the soles of his leather shoes with a thud.


  “Alright.”


  “Let’s go,” he said and proceeded to the bridge.


  Within a few dozen seconds of walking, Ain arrived at the terrace and sat down on a stone chair there.


  A round stone table is placed in the center of the terrace, but the area is deserted.


  “…..”


  From here, he could see the entire sanctuary.


  The waterfall, and where the entrance is located on the uppermost level.


  “I wondered why the shrine was built.”


  But whoever built it, or had anything to do with that shrine, was certain. It was Gail, the first king.


  Only those with the blood of the first king could come. That meant that, just like the villa in Magna, this was also a place associated with the first king.


  The only thing that is unknown is the reason why the shrine was built.


  He can understand the importance of the sanctuary, which is the center of the barrier, but there must be more to it than that.


  ──The door that won’t open.


  The barrier by the sanctuary is not to escape the threat of monsters but because it hides something beyond the door that does not open. Ain thought about it this way.


  “Tomorrow, I will ask the chief.”


  He muttered something he thought she might know, and then he put his arms sloppily on the table and lowered himself to his face. The coolness of the stone felt good, cooling his overthinking head.


  “Speaking of which──”


  He had forgotten to set a time limit on how long it would take Chris to come.


  He would not be alone here forever, but it would be undesirable for them to be separated for too long, and it would shorten the time for them to solve the entrance puzzle together.


  Then, he could not help but think that he should have stopped this kind of game.


  He didn’t want to put a damper on the fun because Chris seemed to be enjoying herself and was even more spontaneous than when they were in the royal capital.


  “Let’s take our time.”


  He thought that after about ten minutes, Chris would be able to join him.


  “You’ve used your illusory hand.”


  From behind him, he heard her voice.


  “Have I been found out?”


  “Otherwise, you could not have made it this far in such a short time. If you knew the way, you could have done it, but Ain-sama wouldn’t have known.”


  “I don’t know. Why do I feel so defeated?”


  “There’s nothing to win or lose… If you know I can find Ain-sama. That’s good enough for me.”


  “Is there anything you’d like me to do for you? I’ll just say I’m sorry I doubted you.”


  “…Anything?”


  “Anything I can do to help.”


  Ain then looked behind him.


  Where in the world did she come from here? Seeing Chris crouched on the railing on the terrace, Ain’s cheeks twitched for a moment.


  “I’ll put it on hold! I’ll use it when I have a favor to ask!”


  “It’s limited to what I can do!”


  “Fufu, yes. I know!”


  Chris was dazzling like the sun and smiling as dainty as a flower, even in this monochrome world.


   


  

  


   


  The journey to the top level was especially uplifting.


  Perhaps because of the terrain on which the shrine was built, this area was like a castle floating in the sky, and just walking through it made Ain feel excited.


  He was especially excited when he thought of the door that awaited him ahead.


  Upon arriving at the shrine, Ain looked around.


  When he looked up, he saw a spherical roof with evenly spaced pillars supporting the perimeter along the roof.


  The other two features were the stone pavement patterned toward the center and a stone gateway with a bundle of pillars and arches. The gate has no door but a staircase leading down.


  “The shining pillars and the door are at the bottom of that staircase.”


  Chris pointed to the staircase Ain was looking at and said, and the two quickly stepped forward.
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  A short distance down the stairs was a dead end, and they were greeted by a huge door and two towering pillars supporting both sides of it.


  The pillars were unremarkable in appearance. If anything, the only thing that stood out was the carved design.


  “How do they glow?”


  “Look at the ground where the pillars are. There’s a picture.”


  “Oh, indeed.”


  Although he had only seen the pillar and did not notice it, the cobblestone pavement in front of the pillar was different from the other cobblestone pavement.


  There is a white cobblestone pavement in front of the pillar on the left side, depicting a building that looks like a castle. On the other hand, there was a black cobblestone pavement in front of the pillar on the opposite right side, which also depicted a castle-like building.


  “So, that painting is──.”


  “Let’s step on it.”


  “Eh, are you going to step on it?”


  “I’ll rephrase it this way. All we have to do is stand on top of that picture.”


  Then, he said, that is all it takes to make the pillar glow.


  It was a bit of a letdown because he thought there would be more complicated tricks to it.


  “Is that really all?”


  “Yes, but it only glows on the left side, so I’m not sure what to do from there.”


  “I understand. I’ll stand on the painting for now.”


  They walked over without warning and, without hesitation, stood on top of the painting. He touched the pillar but felt nothing but stone.


  He continued to look up at the towering pillar, waiting for it to glow.


  ──Then.


  “It doesn’t glow.”


  Chris, who was watching the scene, tilted her head slightly.


  “H-huh, why doesn’t it glow? Can you switch places with me to try it out?”


  “Okay, let’s switch, shall we?”


  When Ain retreated, and Chris stood on the painting, the change came immediately.


  “It glowed!”


  The way the pillars glowed was surprisingly illusory.


  The material of the stone itself changed as if it had been changed to, for example, crystal, for example, ice, and repeatedly glowed bluish-white from the bottom to the top and from top to bottom.


  The interior of the sanctuary should have been monochrome, but only this light was colored.


  “Couldn’t we make the pillar on the right glow now, too?”


  “Let me try. I’ll move.”


  He said this completely out of the blue, and the result was nil.


  Eventually, the light on the pillar on the left side just went out.


  “Chris is left-handed, right?”


  “I’m ambidextrous, you know? Um, what does it matter?”


  “No, I just wondered if it had anything to do with it.”


  “…..”


  “I’m sorry. I was joking.”


  When Chris looked at him as if to say something, Ain shrugged his shoulders and walked to the pillar where Chris was standing.


  “I wonder if this pillar is made of a different material.”


  He touched the pillar but could not find anything noteworthy.


  Why doesn’t this one shine?


  He closed his eyes, furrowed his brow, crossed his arms, and pondered. After a few seconds, Chris grabbed the sleeve of his dress and tugged on it.


  “What’s wrong?”


  A moment after, Ain looked up and was about to turn his attention to her.


  Ain caught sight of the glowing pillar, and his eyes darted around.


  It seemed that a change had come while his eyes were closed.


  “Chris.”


  “Ha ── yes!”


  “Can you go stand over there?”


  Although she was slightly distracted, Chris quickly regained her senses and ran out.


  Standing on top of the painting on the left side, she looked up at the pillar with a panicked expression on her face, and as before, it easily glowed. What followed was just as they had imagined.


  The central door began to move gently with a slight dusting of dirt and then opened to the left and right with a heavy bass sound of stones rubbing against each other. The door reflected in their eyes was filled with a polarized color reminiscent of the aurora borealis of the Adventurer’s Town of Baltic, suggesting to them that they were in a different and special space than they had ever known before.


  “For now, anyway.”


  Ain opened his mouth to suggest, scratching his temples.


  “It’s almost evening, so let’s go back to Chris’s house.”


  Hearing his suggestion, Chris nodded with resignation.


  That’s when it happened.


  “…Earthquake?”


  Suddenly, a loud tremor hit the area.


  Ain, who immediately supported Chris, looked around. It seemed to be just an earthquake, and nothing out of the ordinary could be seen.


  However, he somehow found himself looking toward the door.


  (Is there anyone in there?)


  He had a feeling that this was the case, but it was just his imagination.


  He tried to be vigilant for a little while, but there was nothing.


  “Um… Ain-sama? I am very sorry that you moved before me, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart for supporting my body. But I’m embarrassed by how close things are to…!”


  “Oops, sorry, sorry.”


  Perhaps it was because he had his hands around her slender waist that he was forcefully holding her. Their faces were close enough to feel each other’s breath.


  When Ain moved away after apologizing, Chris was relieved but secretly regretted it.


  “Let’s go home this time, shall we?”


  “Yes, and it might shake out again.”


  By the way, Ain was so focused on the pillars at this time that he overlooked something. The castles depicted on the cobblestone pavement on either side were the two castles in Ishtalika that he was familiar with.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  By the time they left the sanctuary and returned to Chris’ house, it was already dinner time. They had finished dinner early, too, and were taking an after-dinner break on the sofa.


  ──Knock, knock.


  Suddenly, there was a knock at the door of Chris’ house. After all this time, Ain realized that there was no doorbell at her house.


  “I’ll go check it out.”


  When Chris stood up from her chair and went to open the door, it was Sierra who was outside.


  “I have a message for His Highness from the chief. May I come in?”


  “Of course──.”


  At one point, Chris looked at Ain to make sure it was okay, and Ain nodded back without hesitation.


  Thus, Sierra stepped into the house and came to the side of the sofa where Ain was sitting.


  “I’m going to go make some tea, so make sure you don’t be rude to Ain-sama.”


  “Don’t worry. I’m not like the old Chris, who would suddenly pull out a sword.”


  “Eh, what’s that?”


  “──Y-you can’t! Don’t tell Ain-sama!”


  “Yes, yes, I know.”


  “You too, Ain-sama! Don’t ever ask anything about it!”


  After strongly reminding them, she disappeared into the kitchen.


  When she left, she was very fidgety and seemed to want to get back as soon as possible. Ain and Sierra looked at each other, exchanged glances, and relaxed their cheeks at the hustle and bustle.


  “Chris once pulled out her sword without saying a word when she saw an adventurer coming in.”


  Sierra said simply.


  “She was so young that it was no wonder she was crying her eyelids out that day after being scolded so strongly by the chief.”


  “Was it right for you to say that?”


  “It’s okay. I won’t say anything that she really doesn’t want me to say. I just want to share with Your Highness that Chris is cute.”


  “…I see.”


  “──Here you go! Sierra! You didn’t say anything, did you?”


  Chris then put the tea she had brought on the table and hurriedly looked at Sierra.


  “It’s a delicious tea. Did you bring this from the royal capital too?”


  “Geez! You’re so quick to divert the subject!”


  “I wasn’t trying to divert anything. It was really delicious. I’ve never had tea that smelled so good. Or maybe Chris was just good at it.”


  “Is… is that so?”


  “Even the best tea leaves will go to waste if the brewer is too rough. I think this one tastes better because Chris brewed it.”


  “…You can get some refills.”


  Ain, watching from the sidelines, was at a loss for words.


  Should this be a compliment to the unique rhythm Sierra displayed? Looking at his own escort, who was easily subdued, just one good word did not come to mind.


  Ain gazes out the window at the night view of the forest and drinks his own tea, which had been prepared before Sierra’s arrival.


  It certainly tastes good. That’s not a lie…


  “Huh… I’ve been working hard for this, after all.”


  Ain guessed when he saw Chris mutter something that sounded like she had no choice with a calm face.


  Chris was a good friend of Sierra’s, too, and she knew Sierra’s personality. They had a relationship similar to that of sworn friends who could talk lightly to each other.


  “By the way, Sierra, what did you want to say to me?”


  “Oh, yes. Actually, the chief suggested that we have lunch together tomorrow.”


  “That’s fine with me.”


  Since they’re here. Tomorrow he wants to talk about the door that was in the shrine.


  There was no option not to tell the chief about the matter of the sanctuary, an important place.


   


  Chapter 9 – Guardian of The Shrine


 
  Ain remembered that he went to the bedroom so as not to disturb Sierra and Chris as they were talking, as he did not want to bother them. But after lying down on the bed, as usual, there was no recollection of what happened.


  The aroma of the wood in the house was pleasant, and combined with the fatigue from the day’s work; he was able to fall asleep.


  In contrast, however, what Ain heard was a noisy voice when he woke up from sleep.


  “──Sama!”


  Suddenly, his body shook, and a frantic voice pierced his ears.


  “Ai──! Ain-sama!”


  “Nn…”


  When he opened his eyes, he saw Chris looking down at him with concern.


  “Please wake up! Quickly…!”


  Ain woke up his body without fully understanding. He rubbed his heavy eyelids and finally opened his eyes wide. Then he realized. This was supposed to be Chris’s house, but his vision was all in black and white.


  He rubbed his eyelids again, but it was obvious that there was nothing wrong with his eyes. He rushed out of bed and looked out the window and saw that everything outside was also monochrome.


  (It was like being in the sanctuary.)


  But there was a difference.


  Unlike in the sanctuary, there were Elves outside the window, but they showed no signs of moving. Rather, it was as if they froze in the middle of their walking motion and did not move.


  “Chris!”


  Ain looked at Chris with concern and placed his hands on her cheeks.


  They were warm and soft. Her smooth skin felt good to the touch even at a time like this, letting Ain know that she was safe.


  “You were worried about me, weren’t you?”


  She laid her hand on his, and he laid his hand on hers, and they rejoiced in each other’s safety.


  They nodded to each other, especially Ain, who had woken up from his sleep, prepared himself, and carried his sword at his waist.


  “Let’s go see what’s going on outside. I think it’s more dangerous for us to stay here.”


  “I agree. Let’s go!”


  Thus, they went outside.


  Even without looking through the window, the outside was still tinted in black and white: the water, the sky, the trees, the leaves. Everything in sight, without exception, had lost its color.


  Furthermore, the appearance of the Elves frozen in place was so bizarre that it gave them chills.


  ──Was it a trap, after all?


  The concern when Ain was talking to his grandfather was right; the chief was up to something. The story of that time, though, snatched at the back of Ain’s mind.


  (It’s unlikely.)


  There was no way that a chief who was saddened by Marco’s final days would set a trap for him. Now he was more sure of it than ever before.


  Whatever the case may be, he wanted to visit the chief, regardless of whether she was safe or not.


  Naturally, Ain’s feet headed toward the chief’s mansion.


   


  Silas was at the entrance of the mansion when they arrived, but he was also frozen and did not move.


  Ain and Chris stepped into the mansion with caution and headed straight for the chief’s room. On the way, they also found the servants, but without exception, they were frozen.


  “Ain-sama.”


  “Oh.”


  When they reached the chief’s room, they looked at each other and put their hands on the door.


  They timed it to open at the same time and entered. They breathed in unison without saying it out loud, and when they opened the door vigorously, they found the chief sitting in the center of the room.


  “───”


  But as expected.


  She didn’t move, and like the other Elves, she was frozen in place.


  Chris took hold of Ain’s hand, who was wondering what he should do now, and started walking briskly.


  “Let’s go.”


  “Wait, where are we going?”


  “It is obvious. The first thing we need to do is to get out of Sith Mill and head for the town. We must return to the capital immediately.”


  Ain understood that this is an emergency situation and that it should be so.


  But from Ain’s point of view──.


  “No. We can’t leave Sith Mill like this.”


  “…I know that. I know more than anyone else that Ain-sama is kind. But you can’t stay in a place like this forever.”


  Because Ain is the crown prince.


  “We don’t know what’s going on outside of Sith Mill. Still, this situation is very similar to inside the sanctuary. So it may be okay to leave Sith Mill. No, it has to be okay…”


  Ain is not so simple-minded that he doesn’t know what she is talking about.


  “Chris, it’s a compromise.”


  It is surely the wrong choice for the crown prince, and there are other, wiser options. But Ain could not overlook it.


  He had a compromise plan that he desperately tried to come up with.


  “We will meet up with the knights when we get to the town. We will contact the royal capital and ask them to send reinforcements.”


  “So Ain-sama is going back to Sith Mill, is that it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “That’s no good either. There’s no need to send Ain-sama all the way back to the danger zone ── but you won’t tell me you understand, will you?”


  “As expected of Chris.”


  “Fufu… But with one condition. If you can convince everyone, including Dill, to join us, that’s fine.”


  What a hard condition to come to terms with.


  Ain laughed at this and tilted his head slightly, thinking it would be difficult.


   


  However, this plan was to be at a standstill.


  Soon after, Ain and Chris headed for the forest to leave Sith Mill in a hurry and followed the road leading to the town, but when they reached the spring where the sun tree was located, they could go no further.


  Undeterred, they tried looking elsewhere, but nothing changed.


  “There’s a wall of fog, and I can’t go on… What about over there?”


  “Negative! The sanctuary is passable, but why…?”


  No matter where they went, there was no place to go outside.


  Ain, who had no idea how to get out of this situation, looked down at the fountain and noticed that even the small fish were frozen in place.


  He looked up at the sun tree.


  (And that bird?)


  The bird that froze in flight must have been the one that caught his attention before because of its extreme colors. But now it is monochrome.


  (Is it only me and Chris who are okay?)


  One thing they both have in common is access to the sanctuary.


  ──What does this have to do with the sanctuary?


  ──Something that can break through this situation.


  While Chris wondered about what to do, Ain continued to think about it.


  ──Is there anything that hasn’t been thought of enough?


  ──Is there anything that he needs to remember?


  Whether they proceed, being in a stalemate must be a bad move.


  (If only)


  There was only one place to go.


  “Chris.”


  “…..What should we do. We must find another──”


  “Chris!


  “Y-yes! Excuse me!”


  Hearing her reply, Ain silently took her hand.


  The position was the complete opposite of when they left the chief’s mansion, and they walked somewhat forcefully.


  His forcefulness would have been likable if it were not under such circumstances, but now Chris remained calm despite her bewilderment.


  She was not buoyed by the situation of having her hand taken by the person she loved and asked the question that she should have asked.


  “Where are we going?”


  “We’re going back to Chris’ house first. Then we will get ready and go to the sanctuary.”


  Chris couldn’t come up with a solid rebuttal to the suggestion. She stared at her hands, which were clasped tightly in his, and walked forward as she was led.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  When he arrived at the sanctuary, Ain felt a strong sense of remorse. He thought that they might have been the cause of the anomaly that had struck Sith Mill.


  This happened because they opened the door to the shrine yesterday.


  Not that he is sure.


  Still, under the circumstances, it was impossible not to suspect a connection, and it was reasonable to think that the cause was behind the door.


  “This place is exactly as it was yesterday.”


  Instead, the fog that should have bordered the sanctuary was gone. Partly because of this, from the height of the shrine, one could see the houses of the Elves in the distance.


  “Um, are you sure we should try this?”


  “Of course.”


  The door Ain saw remained open as it was yesterday, and the inner part of the door was still extremely colorful.


  “Then, let’s move on.”


  Ain created illusory hands with all the power in his body. Perhaps because it had reached its limit after being poured with the magic power of the current Demon King without reserve, there was a sense of disaster that was more than enough to awe a third party.


  Following Ain’s will, it grabbed the door that opened to the left and right.


  The muscles rise up majestically, feeding on further magic power and filling the hands with arm strength that transcends human comprehension──


  “Kuh…! I-it won’t close…!”


  He thought that closing the door might change the situation, but the result was a problem before that.


  Not expecting to be freaked out, Ain eventually sat down on the cobblestones, looking exhausted.


  “No good, it doesn’t move at all!”


  “Seems like it… Oh, here’s some water.”


  He accepted a leather canteen and drank the cool water contained inside with gusto.


  “As I thought, we might have to go inside.”


  There were two reasons why he came this far.


  One was to see if the door could be closed, and the other was to step inside the door if it could not be closed.


  He was unsure that going inside would solve the problem. But there was nowhere else to go. The only place left that led to another place was the sanctuary.


  Unlike Ain, who had made up his mind, Chris still had mixed feelings.


  “Chris.”


  “…..”


  “Chris!”


  “P-please don’t call out to me so close to my ear like that! What if I get nervous!”


  “No, you didn’t answer me… I’m sorry about that.”


  There was nothing to be nervous about. The attitude of the lord to whom she gives her heart is toxic.


  “So, are you ready?”


  “Yes, I am ready. We have no choice but to go in now.”


  “Don’t worry; there should be no monster threat.”


  That is the strength of this sanctuary. There was not a single animal to be seen when they returned to the sun tree, and not a single one has been seen since they came to this sanctuary.


  “I’ll go in first.”


  And Chris touched the extreme color drifting behind the door.


  “Looks like it’s fine…”


  “Okay, then me too.”


  “No! I’ll go in and make sure everything is safe, and then──”


  “No, I don’t want you to do that. I don’t want you to leave me here.”


  Ain stood next to Chris and reached out to enter. He felt his hand brush lightly against hers behind the door.


  “Let’s go in together at the same time.”


  “Geez… I understand. All right, so please don’t get ahead of yourself!”


  “I know. Then let’s go.”


   


  Three, two, one──.


   


  When they entered the door at about the same time, they were greeted by a colorful and eye-catching interior that they had not seen for some time.


  Inside the door is an elegant structure reminiscent of a cathedral or even a temple. From where they were standing, there was a stairwell that went several stories down. To the left and right, white marble staircases lead to a series of staircases, and when they reached the lowest level visible, they could see a corridor leading to somewhere.


  The only other thing that caught the eye was the lights.


  The lights, which looked like hanging chandeliers, were colorful and novel, with designs that looked like they were made of magic stones. The walls were also equipped with lamps at equal intervals, but they are rich in individuality, with a mixture of pale and orange colors.


  (I don’t see any sign of monsters here.)


  Even though he used his five senses, which had become even sharper after becoming a Demon King, there was no sign of them at all. In addition, there was no toxin decomposition working, and there was no sign of anything harmful floating in the air.


  But being in the shrine, which is more spacious than he had imagined, heightened his sense that there was something here.


  “Is everything all right?”


  Chris looked up at him with concern because he had been too quiet up to now.


  “I was just admiring the inside… Oh, it feels like it’s been a long time since anything like this has happened.”


  “Long time?”


  “Seeing Chris not in black and white was kind of a relief.”


  “…I was actually relieved as well. I wondered what I would do if things stayed that way forever.”


  Her fears are well-founded.


  Ain gently reached out and patted her head with a plop, plop, plop, and then turned his steps toward the stairs leading down.


  (What’s at the bottom?)


  This question goes about the existence of the shrine. For it is unclear what the shrine was built for.


  The chief might have known the answer to this question. As the chief who knew the first king well, she would surely have the information.


  However, the situation was so difficult that it was impossible to ask her.


  “There is a painting on the wall, isn’t there?”


  On the way down the stairs, Chris noticed a picture on the wall. The place is a little far away, but it is not hard to see.


  “What’s depicted is… a terrain I’ve seen before. It’s simpler than it is now, but there’s a place that looks like a harbor.”


  The familiar landscape did not provide an answer, but as they walked along, Ain noticed another painting on display and turned his attention to it.


  “Over there is a plain.”


  This one also has a sense of déjà vu. It is just an ordinary plain, but the topography is familiar to them for some reason.


  “Royal Capital…”


  Chris muttered.


  “Yes, that’s the former royal city! I’ve seen books with similar landscapes before!”


  The first picture they found was of a harbor in the royal capital. The other picture, which they found later, they expected to be in the suburbs of the royal capital.


  Was it a place associated with the first king after all?


  If so, Ain couldn’t help but wonder how this phenomenon had swallowed up the whole of the Sith Mill.


  Suddenly, as they gazed at the painting, there was a dazzling light for a brief moment.


  “…..!”


  And then…


  Without any notice, Ain was tormented by an intense headache and unconsciously closed his eyes.


   


  ──As he closed his eyes, a view appeared behind his eyelids.


  A young man on horseback on the same plain as in the painting.


  Behind him stood several people, also on horseback. Some pure humans, some different species, all dressed in armor.


  “Someday, we will build our own country on this land.”


  Hearing the young man’s voice, those standing in line were very excited. Unfortunately, the young man’s face was not visible, only in his rear view.


  “Let’s go for those who are waiting for us.”


  The floating landscape became hazy.


  A white haze enveloped it, covering it in an empty white.


   


  “…What was that?”


  The next thing he knew, his headache was gone. When he opens his eyes, he sees Chris walking around, oblivious to Ain’s condition.


  “Hey, is something wrong?”


  “Chris, did you see the scene…?”


  “A scene?”


  He realized that he was the only one who saw it.


  Ain opened his mouth in his usual manner.


  “It was nothing; I guess it was just my imagination.”


  Saying this, he followed Chris.


   


  

  


   


  As they proceeded through the corridor, which was at the lowest level visible, they were greeted by a huge door. It was much larger than those of the treasury in the royal castle, and its entire bronze-colored surface gave it an unmistakably massive appearance.


  Instead, something was carved and painted on it.


  A man and a woman were facing each other in what appeared to be a forest.


  (Is cobblestone pavement normal?)


  They must find another way to open the door to the shrine.


  With that in mind, Ain looked around.


  There was nothing new on the floor, the walls, or the ceiling, and the only thing in sight was the bronze door. All that remained was a row of lamps on the wall, each made of a medium similar to magic stone.


  “I guess the only thing we can do is try to touch the door.”


  “Oh, I’ll go first then.”


  Chris stretched out her hand without hesitation, but the door didn’t budge.


  “Let me do it next.”


  Ain continued to reach out his hand, but the result was the same.


  “Let’s touch it together to see if it works.”


  However, the result remained the same: the bronze door did not budge. Then Chris couldn’t hold out any longer and pulled out her sword.


  “Let’s destroy it.”


  “Stop it.”


  Ain put his hand on Chris’s shoulder and rebuked her, which made her ashamed of the action that had just occurred to her. But it wasn’t just her.


  In fact, Ain was thinking the same thing.


  “I’m itching to destroy it too, but let’s just think about it for a little while longer.”


  It would be too late if something happened after destroying it, Ain added.


  The reason why the two of them are considering violent means is solely due to the situation of the Sith Mill. They wanted to get things back to normal as soon as possible, so they were not afraid to force their way through if the need arose.


  “Is there a trick somewhere else?”


  “Maybe. If it is outside this room or hidden outside the shrine, for example, behind the waterfall, then we can choose to force our way through in earnest.”


  “I agree. If push came to shove, I would destroy it myself.”


  “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. In the meantime, we need to take a look around this corridor.”


  “──Even so, there is nothing of interest except that thing.”


  Chris said and pointed to a lamp by the wall. It was the only thing that was there, and it certainly didn’t look like a gimmick.


  “I’ll go touch it.”


  Thus, she made a short run to the wall and immediately touched the lamp. But there was no change at all in the lamp or the door, for that matter. She touched every lamp and looked around, but it was the same.


  Ain followed with the same action, but the result remained the same.


  The two were stuck in a stalemate, with no buttons hidden behind the lamps. Unsure of what to do, Ain sat down in front of the door and crossed his arms.


  “Hmm.”


  As he groans, he is suddenly overcome by an intense feeling of hunger.


  Come to think of it; they haven’t eaten anything today.


  “Let’s take a break. I need to get some energy in my stomach.”


  “Right… it’s going to be a long time. I’ll have it ready in a minute.”


  The magic tool of storage is useful, and meals can be prepared quickly in these places. However, heating up the food requires other magic tools, and elaborate cooking is impossible.


  “Here you go.”


  She prepared soft bread and grilled meat.


  When Ain chewed the bread, the aroma of rich barley and its unique flavor filled his mouth. When the grilled meat was brought to the mouth, the stimulation of the well-prepared spices stimulated his brain. The meat was tender even when cold, indicating that it was not some cheap product.


  Finally, a glass of water to moisten the mouth is all that is needed.


  There was not much room to enjoy the flavors compared to usual meals, but it was enough to fill up the stomach.


  Yes, it is enough if it fills you up.


  (Maybe it is not enough.)


  Ain was still suffering from hunger, but he looked up at the door instead of talking about it.


  He looks at the lamp on the wall, and his gaze is caught by it. What if…? What if it was a magic stone?


  In the past, when he became hungry, he used to suck the magic stones around him. In other words, if the lamp were a magic stone, he might be able to fill his stomach with it. 


  This is something he would never say to Chris. Chris would be appalled by his apparent lack of nervousness.


  “I’ll go take another look.”


  So he walked over to the structure to check it again and touched the lamp.


  As he pays attention, he feels a hint of magic from the lamp. He let the toxin decomposition and absorption take effect, and as he vigorously absorbed the magic power, he felt his hunger fill up in the blink of an eye.


  “Was it a magic stone?”


  “‘Looks like it. I’ll try to absorb it all while I’m at it.”


  No more of this is due to hunger but at the expectation that the door will open.


  One, two… three.


  Touching one at a time, he absorbs the magic and quickly finishes one side of the door. The rest were also absorbed easily without much to mention, and the lights went out completely, leaving pitch-black darkness.


  However.


  ──Without prior indication, the cobblestone pavement glowed in a dull manner. It glowed in a manner similar to the pillars that were outside, and the entire floor glowed fantastically through it.


  Eventually, the door opened with a dull thud.


  Ain saw it and exchanged glances with Chris, who was in front of the door.


  “Looks like it’s open.”


  “…What is it, how does it work?”


  Oh, was it destined to be stunned by any means?


  Her indescribable expression turned to Ain after she turned to the door.


  “I’m not appalled at you, Ain-sama! I’m appalled by this shrine itself!”


  “I don’t know how to describe it either, but I think it was an… unusual contraption.”


  That is all he can say. He made up his mind not to mention that the key was the food at all costs.


  “Shall we proceed?”


  He made excuses to himself that he would push forward toward his main goal. Following Chris, who was walking a few steps ahead of him, he stepped forward.


  The moment she went further behind the door, the door flashed a dazzling light in front of Ain, who was delayed behind her.


  (──Again…)


  Again.


  Just as in the previous picture, he was struck by a powerful headache.


   


  ──Yes, it’s the same again.


  As he closed his eyes, an unfamiliar scene appeared behind his eyelids. This time it was in the forest, just as it had been inscribed on the door.


  “It’s all right now.”


  And the voice is the young man from earlier.


  In front of him is a girl with her knees bent and her hands folded as if she was worshiping him.


  Ain knew exactly what the girl was wearing. It was very similar to the Elf’s everyday clothes, albeit with a slight difference in design.


  And her face had the look of the chief he had just met the day before yesterday.


  “You saved us, didn’t you?”


  “It’s not that big of a deal; you were in trouble. I just helped you out.”


  After he finished, the young man extended his hand to the girl. The girl stood up and looked up at the young man.


  The girl still held her hands together and respected the young man.


  “…Let’s go. Your forest is safe now.”


  He scratched the back of his head shyly and looked up at the sky.


  …..Maybe that man…!


  He couldn’t say it out loud.


  But Ain tried to reach out.


   


  ──But.


  He found himself in the same situation as when that view came to him abruptly. The scenery in his field of vision remained the same as usual.


  The only thing that is missing is the figure of Chris walking ahead of him at the tip of Ain’s outstretched hand.


  “Could that person be…?”


  Let’s not jump to conclusions; let’s just move on for now.


  Following Chris, Ain took a breath and stepped forward.


   


  

  


   


  After that, a similar structure continued to be built layer by layer. If the interior of the shrine were as large as the Suiseiseki, it would be plausible to accept it.


  After descending the stairs many times, they eventually arrived at their destination.


  They were greeted by another long corridor. The floor was covered with a crimson carpet, and frames lined the walls at equal intervals.


  The walls and ceilings were made of white stone, similar to the castle walls in the royal capital.


  What caught their attention was that the picture frames did not contain anything.


  There are no pictures on display, as shown above, just pure white paper.


  “I can see a door at the back.”


  Chris said, but that door seemed to be tightly closed.


  The door’s appearance is very similar to the previous ones, but the distance is much greater. It is a long corridor that would take several minutes on foot.


  “Let’s check the frames as we go. There might be something in there that could be the key.”


  “Yes!”


  Both of them began to look around the surrounding picture frames one by one. All of them were just white paper, but they believed there was a key that led to the back of the room.


  ──It’s another blank piece of paper.


  Ain let out a sigh as he looked at the unknown number of picture frames.


  ──Which one is the right one?


  He had come this far. He couldn’t believe that there was no key to go to the back. He looked at several more picture frames, sometimes peeking out from under them, but there was no change.


  Or maybe it’s hidden behind the picture frame.


  A moment later, jokingly, he reached for the frame, pulled it out, and looked at it. The white paper in the frame suddenly began to glow, and something was drawn on it.


  Soon, what was drawn was a person whom Ain also knew.


  “It’s Ramza-san…”


  He smiled the coolest smile one could ever see and carried his greatsword on his back, his pride and joy. He was looking at the back of a little boy who had fallen on the grass.


  “How is it? has Father’s strength sunk into you?”


  There was a slight headache, but nothing to show behind the eyelids. The voice now just echoed calmly in his mind.


  As Ain was stunned, the picture flickered and vanished like a firefly.


  ──What in the world was that just now?


  As soon as he let go of the picture frame, he reached for another one.


  “Is it okay? Skill is a special kind of power.”


  A place that looks like a library, the figure of Misty calling out to the boy from next to the desk placed there, and her gentle voice.


  “Undead who have lived long enough to seek wisdom, like me, eventually evolve into Elder Lich and are able to use a skill called Great Magic. I can use a lot of magic… For example, I can restrain an opponent who has no resistance to it and destroy any magic that is unleashed.”


  When he touches another picture frame──.


   


  …Oh, apparently, this picture frame was the right one.


  The pain he had become accustomed to struck his head, and his eyelids naturally drooped.


  The next scene that came to his mind behind his eyelids was familiar.


  The bookshelves on the wall and the arrangement of the desk at the back of the room. All of this was none other than the basement of the villa of the first king, Gail, which Ain had visited in the port city of Magna.


  “What am I going to do?”


  The voice of the young man he had seen until now. As he said this, he wrote in the book he had on hand.


  “Many of the races have begun to follow that person again. They are not listening to our voices but are exerting themselves to meet Sister’s desires.”


  ───Oh, As expected, so that was it.


  “I wonder how Father and Mother are doing. Are they trying to stop Sister?”


  Not a word different from the words written in the book he saw in the basement.


  The young man’s, Gail’s, thoughts are revealed.


  “Countless friends have died. What has happened to my sister? Do I have no choice but to fight her?”


  Eventually, he stood up.


  “…I have to do it.”


  He closed the book and left the room.


   


  As that heavy door closed, the headache that attacked Ain weakened.


  Proportionately, his eyelids slowly opened.


  Unable to think of much, he turned his attention almost unconsciously to the door at the back.


  As expected. A sound like a lock opening sounded from the door.


  “Chris.”


  He called her, who was exploring away from the area, to come over and lied to her.


  “There was something like a button. I pushed it, and I heard a noise coming from the door.”


  “…Next time you call me before you press it, okay?”


  “Sorry, I’ll be careful.”


  Chris was unhappy when Ain said it with a smile on his face.


  She couldn’t see through the lie, and after showing that she had no choice in the matter now that it had been done, she took a few steps ahead of Ain and headed for the door.


  Standing in front of the door, it openned on its own.


  “Let’s go.”


  Even with such an attitude from Chris, Ain’s high spirits did not diminish at all, and he sounded brave.


  Now, the back of the door was covered with dazzling light and could not be peeked through. But the wind was blowing. A wind that reached down to Ain and the others.


  It was as if the air was telling them to go outside.


  (What does it mean to go outside after coming all the way down here?)


  Maybe they had left the Sith Mill for another place.


  A number of other conjectures came to mind, but none of them were promising.


  While he was thinking about it, he headed for the door with brave and unafraid footsteps. They eventually drew their swords and looked behind the door with more caution than ever. It’s so bright. Although they ended up covering their eyes with one hand, they did not forget to squint to see what was going on.


   


  ──Soon after.


  A cool breeze blew through the air as they stepped inside the door.


  Where on earth were they?


  They should have been inside the shrine so far, but now it was as if──


  “Up in the sky?”


  Chris said and let loose.


  As far as the eye could see, they’re up in the sky. Looking down, they saw that the drifting clouds were tinted in places with an azure hue and the evening sky they usually looked up at.


  “We should have been heading down…”


  Ain was also taken aback by the strange situation.


  In front of him was a stone path that continued for several dozen meters. At the end of the path, was a lone door.


  Ain decided not to think about whether this was the real sky or not. It was enough to know that if they fell from where they were standing, there would be no pool.


  “Chris, the path is wide enough. As long as we don’t do anything crazy, we won’t fall off.”


  “…It was at times like this that I remembered that my sister was afraid of heights.”


  “And Chris?”


  “As for me, I used to get scolded for climbing too many trees when I was a little girl.”


  That’s as reliable as can be.


  Looking at her feet, she’s not trembling in the slightest.


  “But, Ain-sama, look at the view below. That continent is supposed to be Ishtar, but… it looks a little strange.”


  “──You’re right; I don’t see a single building.”


  “It’s strange, isn’t it? It’s as if we were in a time when nothing existed in Ishtalika.”


  It was strange to see so few buildings, even excluding the fact that they were on a far higher elevation. Not even the royal castle had been built where the royal capital should have been.


  Is this view a fake after all?


  As Ain took a step forward, following Chris walking in front of him, a sudden headache struck him.


  “…Kuh… Aahh…!”


  His eyes became blurry.


  The wind was making it difficult for Chris to notice Ain. Reaching out to her, Ain prayed that she would somehow notice him.


  However, the limit arrived before she noticed.


  A noise, like a sandstorm, occupied Ain’s vision and took away his consciousness to cling to Chris.


  Then his body suddenly felt light.


  As soon as he felt lighter, his vision… or only his consciousness slipped through the floor and plummeted. It flew through the air, and then the wind carried it furiously to the ground beyond. He looked up at the sky in puzzlement and saw the floor where he had just been. At the edge of the floor, he could also see his own crouched body.


  There was no way he could resist.


  An invisible, absolute force was pulling him to the ground.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  But that, too, came to an end with a sudden and powerful ringing in the ears.


  If Ain involuntarily focuses on closing his eyes, his vision is fortunately enveloped in total darkness, and the ringing in his ears quickly subsides.


  The problem came after he became conscious of opening his eyes──


  “This place.”


  The next thing he knew, he was in a cloud of dust.


  A sandstorm so thick that he wanted to close his eyes, but if he looked at the ground, he would see that it was not a desert. At the same time, hearing the angry shouts piercing his ears, Ain subconsciously understood that this was a battlefield.


  “Ha… hah… haaahh!”


  Different species of beast people appeared out of the sand and dust.


  The man looked at Ain with bloodshot eyes, raised his sword, and opened his mouth in excitement, exposing his fangs.


  Around his collarbone, a pitch-black magic stone was pulsing with reddish-black veins.


  “What the──!”


  Before Ain knew it, he had regained the feeling in his limbs.


  His body was supposed to be empty, but his outstretched hand reached for the sword at his waist. He pulled it out and held it at the ready before he could deepen his understanding of this phenomenon.


  “Iyaaaaahhh!”


  The different species’ swords passed through Ain’s body.


  He turned around, puzzled, and behind him was a human figure with a sword thrust into his chest.


  “Kuh… stop it… I’m still… Kah… Hah…”


  “Hah! Hah! Hah!”


  Ain gasped at the sight of a human being dying.


  But before he had time to catch his breath, a new different species jumped at him with renewed vigor. Humans responded, as did the different species who were with the humans.


  But the new different species was so powerful that it took away many lives.


  “Stop!”


  Ain swung his sword to save them, but Ain’s sword was unyielding. It only tore through the air and did nothing to help.


  “Why…?”


  The battlefield became more intense, and the dust rose even higher.


  The sound of flesh tearing. The screams of the dying. In addition to the sound of weapons clashing with each other, there was also the distinctive scent of the battlefield.


  The smell of blood, the smell of iron. And the unpleasant aroma of burning flesh reached his nose, making him feel sick.


  Is this what a battlefield is like?


  However, he felt uncomfortable with the vigor of the different species, who seemed to have lost their senses. It was because they looked like the Wyvern that Viscount Sage had with him.


  While Ain was gazing at them, the sound of horns echoed in the area.


  “No way!”


  “Are you kidding me? You mean to tell me there are still more of them?”


  “Even now, we’re close to the limit!”


  Humans and their fellow different species are dismayed.


  Still, they did not run away, some secretly trembling and readying their swords, while a werewolf, in tears, stoutly opened his mouth to show his fangs and howl heroically.


  Then a voice came from far away.


  “If we shed blood, His Majesty will not have to shed blood!”


  It was probably the commander. His voice inspires everyone and makes them determined.


  But many footsteps are approaching from afar, mercilessly. Hundreds? Thousands? A large army of more than 10,000 troops was approaching.


  “My proud brothers and sisters! Run──”


  Run, he was surely going to shout.


  But a moment later.


  “Oh… that man! That man has come!”


  As one person said this, the dust cleared instantly.


  ──The air on the battlefield changed.


  It changed in a flash, in an instant.


  Then, a horn was blown from the opposite direction. A loud cry of joy rose up, and the different species, who had lost their minds, were overwhelmed.


   


  “Raise your sword!”


   


  The man’s voice came from where the dust was supposed to be, just out of sight.


  In response to the voice, everyone in the area raised their swords in unison. All at once, as if in unison, with a roar of high spirits.


  Ain, on the other hand, had forgotten to breathe at the appearance of the man who could be considered a savior.


  The man’s figure was too far away to see clearly. The only thing he could recognize was a radiance. The sword raised by the man on the horse was clad in a whirlwind of silvery white. The only other thing that was clear was that he was wearing light silver armor.


  The army that appeared was frightened when they saw him. They were like a ravenous mob, rushing to escape and scattering like spiders.


  But there is no forgiveness.


  With a single swing of the man, a silvery-white whirlwind struck the army. A wave of pure magical power swept over them, and they were helplessly obliterated from existence.


  It really happened in an instant. The man single-handedly changed the battlefield and vanquished the army.


   


  “Now──!”


   


  The man looked back at his friends as they shouted in triumph.


  At this moment, Ain was struck by a severe headache. The pain was even more intense than before, making him want to close his eyes immediately.


  “Please wait! You are!”


  He wanted to see his face at first sight, but he couldn’t open his eyes.


  All Ain could see was the entirety of the man’s white, silver, and gold sword. He wanted to observe more than that and tried to force his eyes open.


  His body suddenly felt light, just as it did when he arrived here. Floating in the sky, he flew away in a flash to a height where the voices of the battlefield could not reach him.


   


  

  


   


  Whether the phrase “returned to normal” is correct or not, Ain did not know.


  But he was certainly conscious in his original body. In addition, the distance between him and Chris was not so far. It seems that not more than a few seconds had passed since the incident just now.


  “E-eh, Ain-sama?”


  Noticing that Ain was not standing where he should have been, Chris hurriedly turned around.


  “Why are you sitting down?”


  “Don’t worry about it! Chris, the scenery just now!”


  “Y-yes? By “the scenery just now,”… do you mean Ishtar, which is right below us?”


  “I didn’t mean that! I mean the battlefield I just saw!”


  “Battlefield…?”


  She just tilted her head in wonder, unable to share in the awareness.


  (Was I the only one seeing it, as in all the paintings I’ve seen?)


  It was too realistic to spit it out as a joke.


  How could he forget the misery of that battlefield? The scent of blood that reached his nostrils was still there, as was the reverberation of the screams that pierced his ears.


  Without a doubt, he could say that he had not lied about having seen that scene. It was more real than anything he had ever been shown.


  “Ain-sama, Ain-sama. By battlefield, do you mean the battlefield of when?”


  If he told her poorly, it would make her uneasy.


  “For some reason, I just remembered the commotion in Magna the other day, so never mind after all.”


  So Ain decided to cover it up. He mended his smile, got up, and lied again.


  “I fell down because the laces of my shoes were untied. Please don’t tell anyone.”


  “Geez… that’s dangerous!”


  “I tied it back up properly. See? It’s a good knot.”


  “Don’t change it again! It’s dangerous if you fall off!”


  “I’m sorry. Come on, come on, let’s move on!”


  “Mmm, even though you fell down, it’s as if you’re proud of it…”


  This kind of cocky behavior should be less likely to arouse suspicion, and it paid off. Chris didn’t suspect Ain of anything. Instead, she followed his words and turned her attention to following the path across the sky.


   


  The door was at the end of the path. There was only one desolate door, and there was nothing around it.


  But it was decorated with something that gave Ain a sense of déjà vu.


  “It looks like the sword I saw earlier.”


  “Yes? Did you say something?”


  “No, it’s nothing.”


  The sword he saw on the battlefield in the man’s hand was a straight sword of silver and gold, two noble and dignified colors, and the door in front of him was no different.


  The silver-white whole is decorated with gold ornaments in the shape of vines and leaves, and it feels more prestigious than any other door he has seen today.


  “So the key has come at last… What shall we do?”


  It is more of a seal than a key. Ain had seen the gold ornamentation on the door earlier, which clung to it and prevented it from opening.


  It was dense in places, as if to show the original nature of the vines and leaves it was imitating.


  But when Chris reached down to take a moment to look at it,


  “Eh… eeehh!”


  The golden vine caresses her hand and shrivels with the foliage. As she looks, the ornamentation on the door disappears, and the dense growth is gone.


  “Ain-sama! It just disappeared on its own!”


  “Strange things do happen sometimes.”


  Chris was dissatisfied with Ain’s comments, which sounded like something else, but Ain, too, was surprised. He wondered once again if this shrine was related to the first king.


  In any case, the door would likely open. He thought so, but no matter how hard Chris pushed, the door would not open.


  (No way.)


  This time Ain reaches out his hand. The door emitted a dazzling light, and soon the door itself became a particle of light.


  The wind scattered them in the sky, and a deep fog, with no visible destination, was reflected in their vision. The inside of the remaining door frame was filled with a thick fog, and no sky could be seen behind it.


  Was it leading to another place?


  What bothered him was that, unlike before, the mist did not seem to be dissipating.


  “As usual, let’s move on.”


  “…Right.”


  That’s the only way to get to this point. They breathed in unison and stepped inside the door.


   


  What lay beyond was a stone corridor. The well-polished surfaces of the walls, floor, and even the ceiling reflected the ambient light.


  The walls on either side were lined with hundreds or thousands of magic stones set on pedestals.


  It was strange to see weapons and armor in some places.


  (The atmosphere was different from before.)


  It was obvious at first glance, but it was like coming to a different building in the first place.


  A temple, for example.


  Or perhaps a great mausoleum attached to a temple.


  Ain felt that this was not entirely wrong. He thought that the magic stone was something that a monster or a different species possessed in their body, and the fact that it was lined up in large quantities meant that it was not far-fetched.


  …..Perhaps.


  …..It may be related to that battlefield.


  The magic stones belonged to the different species who died on the battlefield, and the weapons and armor were the relics of those who did not have magic stones.


  If this is the case, then the expression “great mausoleum” is even more fitting.


  “This may be the lowest level. Haha… I don’t know if this is the right expression since we were in the sky just now.”


  “I agree, especially with the atmosphere.”


  Alert and warily, they stepped forward.


  The view remained the same for a while, but the scene changed within a few minutes of moving through the corridor.


   


  They came to a huge cylindrical hall.


  The floor was covered with polished gray cobblestones, and pillars stood at equal intervals along the circular walls. Between the pillars, there were layers of stained glass windows that allowed light to stream in, reaching up to the ceiling, which was taller than the royal castle.


  There were no doors or stairs, no paths leading anywhere. This must be the lowest level of the shrine.


  By the way, the hall where they were now was not empty. At the back of the hall, there was a stone foundation reminiscent of an altar.


  There, a sword is propped up against it.


  The light shining through the stained glass illuminates the area. The scene of the sword catching the light resembled a portrait of the gods in a sacred painting, both majestic and exquisite.


  It was a sight to behold.


  (That sword is…)


  Ain’s eyes widened.


  The sword illuminated by the light looked much like the sword he had seen on the battlefield just a few moments before. Even so, the blade had rusted to a reddish-bronze color, so it was hard to tell if it was the same sword.


  “I have a feeling that we shouldn’t pull out that sword.”


  “So do I. I think pulling out the sword that was in the center of the sanctuary, in the deepest part of the shrine, would almost certainly change things.”


  Whether it will be for the better or, the worse, he doesn’t know, but change will come.


  But even so.


  No matter how they looked around, there was nothing to see.


  What they can do in the present is limited; they can either approach the sword or turn around and search inside the shrine. Or actually walk away with the convenient wish that the phenomena outside had subsided.


   


  But a strange phenomenon suddenly took place. More light poured onto the base where the sword had been thrust.


  A thunderclap that made them want to cover their ears.


  The sunlight through the stained glass repeatedly refracted into the empty air, forming a dazzling, intense flash of light. The glint of light, clad in lightning and fire, soared up to pierce the heavens, releasing a storm.


  “Stay close to me!”


  Ain braced himself against the wind but held Chris, who was next to him, close with one arm. Then she surrendered her body in dismay.
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  Something was coming, and Ain knew ‘what’ that something was in his heart.


  The sword is wrapped in light, and the result is obvious. Just thinking about it is enough to stop the sweat from forming on his forehead.


   


  ──The glow scattered.


   


  The glare that had blocked his vision was gone, and the storm was gone.


  Ain stood up while supporting Chris’s body and looked at the sword that should have been stuck.


  (Oh)


  It was as expected.


  The sword had been pulled out and was in the hand of the man standing by the base. The sword was clad in a whirlwind of silver and white, just as it had been on the battlefield, and combined with his light silver armor; it was enough to remind him of that horrific battlefield.


  The rusted sword blade has also regained its luster, and unlike earlier, it seems to have come to life.


  “No… No way…”


  Chris looked at the man who had appeared and let loose.


  It was not like she was admiring him. Speechless and stunned is a more apt description of her amazement.


  “That sword… Why…!”


  The man raised his sword as if to cover his frantic voice.


  Then, out of nowhere, the sound of bells rang out, and as a second or two passed, the sunlight through the stained glass windows changed color. Although the light turned to a deep red, it did not stop, and the darkness of the night enveloped the area.


  However, with the appearance of moonlight and starlight, the visibility is somehow preserved.


  (Remembering my return from Ist.)


  Ain slowly drew his sword, remembering the night he fought on the water train.


  “No! You must not fight that man!”


  “What’s wrong with you, all of a sudden?”


  “Absolutely not! Because that sword, that man is──!”


  Before she could finish, the man disappeared. He vanished like a puff of wind, and the next moment, he was gone.


  “…..?”


  A cold, murderous intent appeared behind Ain. Almost unconsciously, he twisted his body, and a whirlwind of silver passed through the place where he was supposed to be standing.


  “Hah, hah…”


  If he had reacted even a moment too late, he would have died for sure.


  The sudden tension produced a tremendous amount of adrenaline. His mind was clear, and he had a sudden flash of inspiration from the few hints he had gotten so far.


  The hidden bloodline and the legitimate bloodline. And the battlefield scene that was suddenly shown to him.


  In addition, from Chris’s upsetting words, he could guess that the man was…


  “I hope you won’t tell me that that was the sword of the first king.”


  While adjusting her stance, Chris nodded without saying anything. Chris had seen that sword in a book or something, but at this point, the source was not important.


  “Oh, I see.”


  The reason Ain was not as surprised as he thought he would be is because, deep down, he expected it to be so.


  He had seen the scene many times before he came here, that battlefield. He would be a fool not to recognize it.


  But whatever the reason, if that man iwas the first king ── or his specter or something, Ain has no intention of fighting him.


  The man stepped into Ain’s bosom with blinding speed.


  “Kuh!”


  “No… that’s too fast…! Ain-samaaaa!”


  Chris readies her rapier to protect Ain, but she was too slow. She couldn’t catch up with the man’s speed.


  “Aaaaah!”


  Ain screamed.


  Despite a forceful sword fight with no technique or anything, his body was easily flung away, and in an instant, he lost air from his lungs, making it hard to breathe.


  …..It’s as if he’s treated like a child.


  The only thing that helps is that there is little pain. While flying through the air, he looks around and smiles bitterly.


  When he eventually hit the wall, Chris rushed over and put her hand on his head.


  “Are you okay…!?”


  “I’m fine. …It’s just that we can’t get it over without a fight.”


  “T-then, you should at least go outside…!”


  “Unfortunately, that’s no longer possible.”


  He urged her to look toward the door with side glances. Ain smiled wryly because he had seen that the door was tightly shut.


  “We have no choice but to fight. If we don’t, he will cut us down.”


  “…..Right.”


  “Don’t worry. We’re not dealing with the undead or anything like that of His Majesty the First.”


  It must be something related to the first king, but he doesn’t know right now.


  “How can you be sure? If it really was His Majesty the First──”


  “Because I know why I can say it’s unlikely. I’m not going to tell you what it is because it’s a royal secret. …At any rate…”


  They must fight. Now that the door cannot be opened and there is no turning back, if they do not fight, they will only be cut down.


  A moment after Ain said that, the man disappeared again.


  This time, Ain raised his sword without the slightest hesitation as a skin-piercing killing intent drifted from Chris’s blind spot. Chris, on the other hand, still had some hesitation. It was inevitable, considering that the other party was something deeply related to the first king.


  “I won’t let you…!”


  Though Ain swung down his sword to protect her.


  “Unbelievable! From that position?”


  The man dexterously changed the direction of his sword, which should have been aimed at Chris, and lightly caught Ain’s sword, which was coming from behind, with his sword without even turning around. The man was one-armed, and his stance was not supposed to be strong enough, but Ain’s body conversely shifted its center of gravity.


  But Ain’s power was not limited to his swordsmanship.


  Assuming the man in front of him to be the first king, Gail, Ain shouted.


  “You’ll be blown to bits with me! Your Majesty the First!”


  The power of the ice dragon and the dark knight. He used all of his power, including the power of the Dryad, to launch an attack on Gail.


  “…..”


  Gail raised his sword without a word.


  A whirlwind of white silver wriggled and exploded around him like a tornado, neutralizing Ain’s attack.


  Conversely, Ain and Chris, who was being protected, were blown away by the pressure.


  “My hand!”


  Desperately protecting her, Ain held her to his chest when Chris grabbed his hand and curled her body around him in preparation for the impact. He produced an illusory hand to protect her back, but the hard impact against the wall drained all the oxygen from his lungs at once.


  But Ain stoutly opened his eyes and did not avert his gaze from Gail.


  It was dark, and the rest of Gail’s hair was fluttering, making it impossible to peek at his face. Ain sneered that he wanted to get a glimpse of him anyway.


  “How can Ain-sama fight… without hesitation?”


  “It’s obvious.”


  Rising to his feet, Ain had a clear fighting spirit in his eyes.


  “If His Majesty the First swings his sword at someone I care about, then I will not regret it if I have to fight His Majesty the First.”


  He added this at the end and turned back to Chris, scratching his cheeks in annoyance.


  Chris was then shaken to her heart’s content. Not out of affection, but because his words made her understand that she felt the same way.


  “I see; I was the same way…”


  She remembers that when Ain was about to be slashed, she did indeed draw her sword and hold it at the ready.


  If she thought it was Ain who was going to be hurt, then yes, she would have had no hesitation in fighting too.


  “Your Majesty the First, my name is Ain, the crown prince.”


  “…..”


  “Please, put your sword away. If I have offended you by opening the door of the shrine or by stepping into it, I will make any apology I can. So please put your sword away.”


  These words did not reach him, and Gail said,


  “Show me your strength.”


  It is a line of dialogue with no context. But it does not seem that the two men acted in a way that would provoke anger. Although they did not understand the meaning of the phrase “show your strength,” it seemed that a fight was inevitable.


  Ain and Chris understood this and increased their fighting spirit.


  “If possible, I’d like to neutralize him.”


  “Mmm, that’s a hard thing to say!”


  “I know. I was just thinking that to myself.”


  The opponent is the Hero King.


  He was the man who ended the Great War, and it was no exaggeration to say that he is the most powerful man in the history of Ishtalika, having defeated the Demon King Arche.


  It is a luxury to neutralize a man like that.


  It would not be surprising if the difference in strength were so great that even after exerting all their strength, they were unsure if they were worthy of facing him.


  “Oh well, I didn’t intend to accomplish my goal here.”


  The goal that he set many years ago was to surpass the first king, Gail. Whether or not he could fulfill it, he did not want this situation.


  “I’m going to step forward. I’m going to ask for your help.”


  “…I don’t approve of that, but I’m willing to comply for now.”


  Although she is reluctant to entrust such a dangerous vanguard to her lord, surely she would be a liability even if she stepped forward. If this is a battle in which one may die if one loses, there is no choice but to obey.


  “I’m counting on you. With Chris there, I can fight with peace of mind.”


   


  

  


   


  “I’m counting on you. With Chris there, I can fight with peace of mind.”


  Chris laughed and said, “You’re getting carried away again.”


  Now, until this point, Chris had thought that the reason she could not play vanguard was a matter of compatibility. She was faster than Lloyd with her physical skills, but she felt she was unsuitable because her opponent Gail was even faster than that.


  But in fact, that was not the case.


  “Since you are my opponent, I can’t go easy on you.”


  The black sword Ain raised was covered in vicious cold air, and the divine speed of the sword flash reflected in the moonlight.


  “Haaah!”


  A wave of ice hit Gail.


  The absolute zero temperature rushed through the cobblestone pavement, which would not end with mere frostbite if it touched him.


  But Gail easily handled it.


  He dispelled the cold air with his own magic power as if he was taking in a breath.


  However, Ain, who had somehow disappeared, appeared behind Gail and unleashed an attack using several illusory hands.


  It was an attack that was, as the saying goes, relentless and focused only on destructive power.


  Yes, this was the reason why Chris could not play the vanguard. If she was in the front, Ain would injure her as well. That’s why he didn’t want that.


  “As expected, even you can at least strike a blow──.”


  It was only after this that he realized that he was naive.


  Gail dodged the approaching illusory hand by turning his body and cutting it down without hesitation with his sword. He avoided the second one, which came at him from out of sight without looking, and slashed at it with his sword, which he raised cautiously.


  The third illusory move was just a hair’s breadth away, and he guided it so that it pierced the cobblestone pavement.


  “Wha──.”


  Gail ran up the pierced arm.


  When he reached above Ain’s head, he swung his sword without a moment’s hesitation and cut off all remaining illusory hands.


  Even as Ain’s face contorted in pain, the silvery-white sword was still closing in on him.


  “I won’t let you!”


  Chris released a whirlwind that struck Gail’s sword directly. The impact of Gail’s sword almost sliced through Ain’s soft skin, causing him to fall back a few steps.


  (…Strong)


  What a man. Speed, physical strength, skill. Everything was at a height he had never experienced before.


  “More… more power.”


  A jet-black ball of light enveloped both of Ain’s arms, and what appeared was the dark knight’s gauntlet. As he regained his grip on the black sword, he felt a further rush of power.


  “Be the disaster. If not, you won’t be able to win against the disaster itself.”


  What is he talking about? Ain could not understand a word Gail said.


  “No, I can’t afford to be bothered.”


  “Are you all right?”


  “Sorry, you saved my life earlier. It seems that the guy was so strong that I had no idea how to handle him.”


  “…I guess I wasn’t thinking straight either. For the first time in my life, I have seen someone far stronger than my sister.”


  “Even more than that, Celes-san, you say? Indeed, that may be true.”


  It is no surprise that he was ahead of Celes, the strongest Elf that even Lloyd could not keep his feet on the ground.


  “Let’s keep going.”


  With determination in his voice, Ain ran again.


  This time, Gail swung his sword to intercept Ain.


  “That’s why I wanted to be a disaster.”


  After a few words of unintelligible intent, Gail swung his sword, and his surroundings were engulfed in hellfire. The cobblestones dissolved in an instant. The heat was intense, the vapors hurt your lungs with every breath you took.


  A wall of fire blocked Ain’s path, though.


  “You thought it would stop me?”


  Ain was unabashed, swinging his sword as soon as he opened his eyes.


  He had a power of his own. It is the power of ice against fire.


  However, the cold air that Ain released was pushed away by the heat. He didn’t want to admit it, but there was a difference in power. Even if he became the Demon King, he wouldl not be able to win against the absolute strongman.


  Gail swung his sword, and the fire flew in the air.


  “I won’t stop!”


  Likewise, Ain swung his sword to create an ice dragon, which he had used before in Magna. Two of them, modeled after twin sea dragons, swam, undulated, and raced through the air.


  “The way it should be is not light, but darkness.”


  The hellfire changed its shape. A fire dragon confronted an ice dragon.


  The fire dragon spread its wings wide, dripping with lava, and the ice dragon bared its fangs. The absolute zero temperature, which freezes whatever it is, exploded in the fire.


  “…..That’s really outrageous.”


  The result was that the hellfire only grew even more powerful.


  The magic power that could have snowed the entire port city of Magna easily dissipated into a cloud.


  However, Ain was not pessimistic.


  “Your Majesty the First, I too will borrow your heart.”


  Chris’s gaping winds shook the hellfire from behind him. A path appeared in the wall that had blocked Ain’s path.


  “I can reach it!”


  Stretching out his arm, he swung his sword to dispel the remaining heat.


  There were only a few moments before the scorching heat reached his skin. Ain’s legs were further infused with blood, especially the stronger ones, and each muscle fiber became hotter.


  ───Finally, they were confronting each other.


  And finally, Ain’s sword caught Gail’s head-on.


  “Kuh… Ah… Aaaaaahhh!”


  Ain didn’t understand the reason. It was more than just being unperturbed.


  It was as if he were standing on the edge of the continent of Ishtar and trying to move the continent itself. Everyone who heard this would have laughed at how ridiculous it sounded. But now, Ain felt as if he was about to accomplish such a ridiculous task, and he couldn’t help but laugh with greasy sweat on his face.


  “Fall in. Once you fall, that’s when the real fight begins.”


  “What in the world have you been doing all this time?”


  “If you’re not ready, you’ll just lose it.”


  Suddenly, the wind from the hellfire made Gail’s hair stand up.


  “──That face.”


  He saw a look of sadness, a look of determination that put everything on the line for a glimmer of hope.


  Another thing he noticed was that his face looked a lot like his own face in the mirror, and he was speechless.


  He didn’t feel bad at the thought of looking so much like someone he admired. In fact, they were blood relatives, and the resemblance was normal.


  The only thing he didn’t like was the current situation, which was completely hard to digest.


  “If I have to do it all over again, I’d rather fall together.”


  Ain’s black sword made a creaking sound.


  Unable to withstand the opponent’s physical strength due to the fierce clash, the blade was chipped away, and a dull sound could be heard from the base of the blade.


  This black sword was made from the material he received from Marco. Even the sword that easily sliced through the bones of a sea dragon, could it be driven this far?


  That’s enough.


  Now he understood from the bottom of his heart that Gail was strong.


  “I beg you… stop.”


  To the difference in strength to the point of uttering a wish. Weakness leaked out at the hopeless difference in strength.


  But Ain was mercilessly defeated before Gail’s power.


  Again. He was blown away like an insect again, and he closed his eyes in pity.


  Just before crashing into the wall, he was able to take a passive stance because of the non-negotiables that remained in his vague consciousness.


  “Ain-sama!”


  He wanted to save Chris at all costs.


  He doesn’t know if Sith Mill will be completely back to normal when he gets outside.


  But it’s definitely better than if he died out here.


  “…Ah… Damn it…”


  His whole body screamed in pain. If it weren’t for Chris, who rushed over to help him, he might have given up.


  “Are you hurt?”


  “…It’s no big deal.”


  After strengthening himself, he used the skill Ice Dragon.


  While doing this, he creates a thick wall that envelops him so that Gail won’t attack him.


  He didn’t seem to stay honest.


  But contrary to Ain’s expectations, Gail didn’t seem to move. It was as if he was waiting for Ain to get up and attack.


  “I can handle this.”


  “You’re lying. You’ve been injured like this.”


  “…I’m still okay.”


  “No. You can’t endure it any longer.”


  Chris held Ain’s hand and looked at him with a benevolent smile.


  “That’s enough. Ain-sama shouldn’t be the only one to be forced to do this.”


  With that, she stood up and bent her body over, and reached out her hand to Ain.


  “Now, please stand up,” she said.


  It was a request that is hard to imagine from her usual self, but there was a reason for it.


  “His Majesty the First was a great man after all. In addition, he taught me a good word so I could thank him for it.”


  “A good word?”


  “Yes. I like what he said about being better to fall together.”


  Ain stood up, grasping the outstretched hand.


  Regardless of how he felt, his whole body ached. He hoped it was just his imagination, but it was not.


  “Let’s attack together to the best of our ability.”


  “No.”


  When he immediately responded, Chris shook his head.


  “That’s all I can do now.”


  “I’ll handle it, so Chris needs a little more assistance──.”


  She shook her head again and said.


  “We’d better fall together, and we need to be ready for that.”


  The eyes that stare at him. They are like jewels, and it is almost enchanting just to look at them.


  But more than her eyes, her elegance was beautiful.


  Ain was shown her rigidity and was ashamed of himself for almost giving up, even for a moment. He slapped his cheeks hard. Then he put up a sincere smile for the first time in a while.


  “It seems that I can’t win against His Majesty the First. Chris, I want you to fight to the death with me.”


  “Of course. If I can die together with Ain-sama, I’ll be happy.”


  “You know, I’m talking about a willingness to die, you know? …It doesn’t mean I’m giving up on it, okay?”


  “I know! I’m talking about how I feel!”


  “I’m glad to hear that. That’s very, very encouraging.”


  He realized that the pain in his whole body had eased.


  It was probably just from being skinny anyway, Ain thought to himself, and he was able to relax enough to try to think of it that way.


  “What do you want to do about the plan?”


  “I guess I’ll do everything in my power to give His Majesty the First a good beating.”


  “In other words, there is no plan. It might be easier to fight than to think about the details.”


  Here, the ice created by Ain shattered.


  Gail appeared, sword raised but standing still, waiting to attack.


  “I’m coming.”


  This time Chris ran ahead.


  Ain’s thoughts that he should have thought of a little strategy proved to be unfounded.


  (It’s easy to move.)


  While Chris gave way to the path he sought, Ain swung his sword, and at the same time, Chris distracted Gail. Even without any interaction, this coordination did not cause the slightest stress.


  “…Chris!”


  Ain accepted Gail’s sword fight.


  This time he didn’t counter but let the power flow through him.


  “Yes!


  Not missing a moment’s opportunity, Chris raises her voice and thrusts her rapier.


  She was slower than Ain. However, her physical skills, which she had been honing, were superior to his, and she was like the wind with her body movements more than her speed.


  She is inexhaustible — fluid, aloof.


  It was like watching a graceful dance between the two sword fighters.


  Sometimes Gail’s sword slashes the soft skin of one or the other, but she was prepared for that.


  It was a trivial matter to those who have given everything for life, and her morale was only boosted by the fact that they were able to avoid it, even if it was only a hair’s breadth away.


  “…..”


  Gail quietly swung his sword.


  Originally, it was too outlandish to understand what he was talking about, and the silence didn’t bother Ain.


  “Here it comes.”


  Soon after Ain’s voice was raised, hellfire rose from Gail’s feet.


  The chill from the ice dragon’s cold air cannot suppress the hellfire.


  But if Chris’s wind was added to it. If it were just before the hellfire soared, it would be enough to deal with it before it had gained momentum.


  The first king Gail.


  The two accelerate even more in front of the unmistakable hero.


  Into light armor and then into clothing.


  Reaching up to his hair, Chris’s rapier finally reached his skin.


  “Now… Ain-samaaaa!”


  The best stance at the best time, he was sure he could deliver the best blow ever now.


  This should, at the very least, be able to cross the line.


   


  “Light.”


   


  Their bodies suddenly felt heavy, and they fell to their knees.


  Space distorted, and snow of light pours down from far above.


  Something inexplicable, a force whose sole purpose was to destroy all things, was directed at them.


  (Ch…ris…!)


  He couldn’t speak.


  An intense ringing in his ears. He could not breathe.


  Even in the midst of all this, Ain almost unconsciously put out his illusory hand and pulled Chris. Forcing her to say something, he put her on his chest and covered themselves with his illusory hand.


  “It’s a helpless light, no better than darkness.”


  The sound has vanished from the world.


  Snow of light.


  The atmosphere screams as a ball of light, the largest of its kind, descends to the floor.


  The desperate destructive force creates a shockwave with a thunderous roar.


  Ain struggled to endure.


  “Kuh…. ah… gghh…!”


  He gritted his teeth and continued to send magic power throughout his body until he reached his limit.


  When this shock was over──.


  (Have I survived it?)


  He really couldn’t seem to get up anymore. He was at his limit.


  Still, he turned his attention to Chris, who was at his chest.


  “Hahaha… T-that was amazing…”


  There she was, eyes closed, surrendering her body to Ain’s heat.


  It was hard to believe that this was ebb and flow.


  Ain knew it was her own way of caring, and she knew her body was damaged.


  “But you endured it.”


  “───”


  “…Chris?”


  Before he knew it, Chris closed her eyes and didn’t say anything.


  There was no apparent trauma. The hand he was holding had a faint pulse, and it was probably her body reaching a breaking point and giving up consciousness.


  “I know it’s hard to sleep, but just give me a minute.”


  Ain put Chris down and then got up.


  “Good thing Mother told me about this.”


   


  

  


   


  “Good thing Mother told me about this.”


  Then, he produces tree roots from the ground. He was forcing it out of nothing, through the cobblestones.


  This was the first time Ain had ever created roots in this way. He instinctively felt like he could do it now, and he surrounded Chris to protect her.


  He was worried because he couldn’t produce it when he was in the royal capital and with Olivia. Now, he was surely feeling strong enough to do it, so he was able to do it.


  “It can’t be helped. If you’re weak, you’re no better than me.”


  Or should it be called a broken automaton?


  The words of the first king, Gail, shook Ain’s heart strongly and uncomfortably.


  “Don’t be so haughty, Hero King.”


  After uttering the most impious words, he raised his black sword high into the sky.


  The black sword was charged with jet-black magic that contrasted with the silvery-white of Gail’s armor.


  But perhaps the black sword was nearing its limit. The creaking sound of the black sword was not enough to withstand Ain’s own magical power.


  (Sorry, Marco. I can’t stop anymore.)


  But he would not allow it to break here. Although baseless, he could be sure of it.


  “As you wish, I will indulge in the power of the Demon King.”


  After saying that.


  A thirst and an inexpressible hunger overcame him.


  “I’ll surpass you right now.”


  A place away from this battlefield.


  In a corridor that stretches out as you turn around and leave this building.


  A ball of light emerged from the many magic stones.


  The power leaking from the stones was condensed to the point where it can be seen, creating an unrealistic landscape.


  The balls of light fly in unison and surround Ain.
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  The power of the ancient warriors dissolved into Ain’s body, the Demon King.


  …..With this, I can fight.


  He regained his vitality as one worthy of facing the Hero King.


  The hunger was subsiding, and the feeling wasn’t bad at all.


  “Let’s go.”


  Ain closed the distance in an instant.


  He did not intend to leave even the slightest trace of the newly recovered vitality that was surging throughout his body. It would be absurd to leave any energy left over. If he did so, the outcome would be defeat.


  He will not think about backing out.


  He turned his jet-black aura head-on and flashed it at the silvery-white light in front of Gail.


  Then, he felt as if Gail had smiled as he did so.


  “Zeaaaah!”


  The jet-black sword fight continued.


  “Hah!”


  With no time to catch his breath, he peeled off Gail’s silvery white.


  It appears to become brittle in this way. The movement was slow, and gradually the speed got faster and faster.


  “I’ve been tired of waiting,” said Gail.


  “Not yet, still not yet!”


  “I like the night. Because it carries with it a hopeful morning.”


  “Fall down already ── Fall down!”


  “So is the darkness. Let the light be thicker, a pathway to illuminate all.”


  Not responding to Gail’s out-of-context words, Ain was impatient in his heart.


  Not yet, or not enough?


  What more power was needed to attach soil to the Hero King?


  …..I can’t give up.


  Squeeze it out. Is there any other power available to me yet?


  In the midst of a momentary attack, he desperately repeats his thoughts.


  …..Yes, that’s right.


  I have the power, just one more step.


  He was not sure how to use it, and he had only had one opportunity to actually exercise it so far. The power of “Great Magic” that he used to restrain Lloyd in order to depart the castle when the Sea Dragon appeared.


  Even now, he was still not clear on how to use it.


  Still, he could see in that picture what it could do.


  “Even a single blink of an eye would suffice.”


  Even a blinding moment is powerful, especially in this battle.


  He is reaching out his hand.


  Pray that the Hero King will be able to see through the great magic.


  “───.”


  His vision shook as he consumed more magical power than expected.


  But the result was ── his prayers were answered.


  In the arms, in the legs.


  Gail’s limbs were bound by the purplish-blue chains that appeared out of thin air and stopped moving.


  Normally, binding magic was not to be feared if one is equipped with equipment made of monster material.


  However, the skill used by Elder Lich seems to be unusual. Combined with Ain’s power, it even affected that first king Gail.


  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  He was hoping for this one moment.


  The restraints would be broken anyway; he knew that. But if only he had this one moment.


  …..The sword will reach him!


  A sound similar to shattering glass echoes through the air, and the chains that sealed Gail are torn apart by his power.


  Only it was too late.


  There was no way he could react in time to the black sword that Ain was swinging down.


  The sword flash finally reached the Hero King’s shoulder.


  “Guh… not yet! It’s not over yet!”


  The counterattack also wounded Ain, but he was not fazed.


  “Hah!”


  Withstanding the shaking of his vision, he restrained Gail’s body repeatedly.


  Strike after strike; he continued to attack steadily.


  Little by little, he felt Gail’s light diminishing. His sword was now able to react sufficiently to Gail’s sword strikes.


  However.


  “──Light.”


  That attack was coming.


  The attack that was hopelessly sacred that will purify you whether or not you want it to.


  Snowflakes of light began to dance, but they were thicker than the last time.


  It was not hard to imagine that even more magical power was contained.


  “Hah… hah…!


  Will he be able to prevent it this time?


  Even if he could prevent it, Chris, resting in the back, would still be──.


  “I won’t let you.”


  He closed the distance and pointed his sword at Gail.


  “Scrape away.”


  The snow of light quickly melts into the sword held by Gail.


  “This is the sinful sword that struck down my sister.”


  He was aiming at Ain alone. In other words, the attack was different from the previous one.


  The Demon King’s inevitable strike, Gail’s special strike, was aimed at Ain.


  …The two were facing a force that was hopeless in any way, but Ain unexpectedly kept his composure and did not break his concentration on the sharp sword.


  He held his hands above his head during a momentary pause in the attack.


  “───”


  Another use of the power of great magic that he knows.


  He had no idea what it would be like to destroy the magic that had been unleashed. But as soon as he exercised it, something unusual happened to the particles of light that had been dancing down.


  In the blink of an eye, they became just particles of light and no longer had the power that Ain should have feared.


  The falling particles were like diamond dust. They shimmered like a revelation that was about to bring the curtain down on their battle.


  “The winner will be… me.”


  Despite his words, Ain is in a defensive posture.


  It wasn’t long before a blinding thrust struck, and the entire body of Ain, which was on the defensive, was pressured with a physical strength that transcended human knowledge.


  The tip of the sword aimed at Ain’s chest was caught by the black sword. Ain gritted his teeth and let the blood of his entire body boil.


  The muscles heated up to the point of almost burning, creating the strength to withstand the pressure.


  The magical power that Ain wore was gradually extinguished. The black sword creaked as well, signaling that the limit was not far away.


  “I will repeat it.”


  What if Gail had not been exhausted?


  He didn’t want to put it into words, but the result would probably have been a loss.


  “The winner is…”


  So, if they were worn out, with the exact opposite result.


  “That would be me──!”


  Soon after, this rivalry reached a stalemate.


  Ain exerted the last of his strength to produce an illusory hand and struck Gail’s sword hard from the side. Finally, to Gail, who was clearly out of position.


  With a thump──.


  He bumped his body, and the black sword was thrust into his body.


  Soon Gail’s body became transparent.


  Not a refraction of light or anything, not even a metaphor.


  “…..”


  Gail looked at Ain’s chest, then at his own chest, a look of satisfaction on his face.


   


  “──I’m counting on you.”


   


  It was so simple as if the previous battles had been a lie.


  Leaving behind a calm voice at the end, the body vanished like a mirage. All that was left was the sword he had been wielding, and after it left his hand, it fell to the cobblestones and pierced them.


  “Hah, hah… hah… hah…!”


  Sitting up, Ain was busy trying to catch his breath.


  The black sword let go due to the limit of his grip, and he thrust it into the cobblestones in the same manner as Gail’s sword. The sight of it made him want to turn away in misery. Not only was the blade in a sorry state, but it was on the verge of shattering before he knew it.


  It was cracked horizontally and vertically, and it was a miracle that it had remained unbroken until now.


  He wondered if even the master craftsman Mouton would be able to fix it…


  The strength drained from his body as he thought about it, and he collapsed onto his back. 　


  Then.


  “…Eh?”


  The sword left behind by Gail became particles of light that drifted through the air and clung to the black sword.


  They entered the cracks, wrapped around the hilt, and covered the handle.


  The cracks that should have appeared on the sword’s blade disappeared, and the jet-black color was polished even darker.


  At some point, the light particles disappeared, and what appeared was Gail’s sword itself. The entire sword was still black, as were the remnants of the black sword, but its appearance had certainly changed from that of the original sword.


  “How it could be, I don’t know.”


  But maybe he has gained new powers. He didn’t know what that was of the first king, but it must have been something to do with him.


  Well ── it’s time to get up.


  Ain reached for the black sword in its new form and rested his center of gravity on it like a walking stick.


  The destination was the tree roots that wrapped Chris.


  As he approached, he swung the black sword and sliced through the roots, and when he saw her inside, he patted his chest.


  Thank goodness there was no wound. He managed to gather his strength, pick up the body, and took her out of the darkness surrounded by the tree roots.


  Then he laid Chris on his lap.


  “The door hasn’t opened yet.”


  He had expected it to open once the Gail was taken down, but there was no sign of it at all.


  “What should I do now… eh, shaking.”


  As he contemplated his next move, it happened without warning.


  The walls cracked, and the stained glass shattered. The intense shaking hit Ain as the pillars, walls, and even the cobblestones cracked.


  The sensation of his feet grounding on the cobblestones disappeared, and a feeling of floating surged through him.


  The area collapsed.


  Using an illusory hand, he desperately held on to what was left of the ground and clung to Chris with his back to the ground.


  When he looked down, he saw that he was not in the sky.


  Waiting below was a swirl of white, dazzling light, and neither the continent Ishtar nor the sky was spreading.


  The falling debris touched the light and turned to dust in the blink of an eye.


  …..That could be a mass of sanctuary power.


  He expected it to be a torrent of the power of the broken magic that purified everything. If this was not a mistake, he would not want to be swallowed by it, no matter how holy the power.


  The two of them have magic stones in their bodies, and if they do poorly, they will be considered…


  Even the nondescript rubble turned to dust, which was something he definitely wanted to avoid.


  …..I can’t let us fall.


  Having come this far, he would not accept such a thing.


  “Just hang on; I’ll take you outside in a minute.”


  He gently called out to her as she was comatose and cracked the whip for what seems like the umpteenth time on his body.


  It is heavy as lead and also painful.


  Before he could scold his legs for not obediently listening to him, he simply ran silently away.


   


  ──The door was open, and the path outside was still there, crumbling.


  He jumped, clung to it, and followed the path to the upper level.


  As Ain progressed, the area only collapsed as he followed.


  (If only the stairs remained.)


  Then they could get out.


  He didn’t think about the limits of his physical strength and only hoped that he could get Chris outside, no matter what happened.


  And yet…


  His footing was not good, and he knew he was nearing the end of his rope.


  In the center of the staircase leading to the top, after passing through an unknown number of doors.


  At the center of the staircase that leads to the top.


  Finally, he steps off and fell forward.


  The treading on his arms is almost useless.


  “Still… not yet! You still can move, Ain!”


  He crawled away from the approaching collapse.


  However, the collapsed ceiling struck his leg. A sharp pain rushed through his unprotected body and wickedly robbed him of any remaining vitality.


  Ah, his eyelids were heavy.


  He bit his lip hard to hold on, but he could only move his body a little.


  “Kuh…”


  He stretched out one arm as far as he could and grasped the stairs, but he couldn’t look up anymore.


  Is it all over?


  That moment when he was about to give up──


  “Come on.”


  A familiar voice poured out from the top of the stairs.


  Someone’s hands, stained with dust, covered in blood and sweat, were wrapped around Ain’s.


  “Just a little more.”


  You are──.


  Ain looked up and saw no one in sight.


  Thinking it was an auditory hallucination, he looked around and saw that there was.


  “Wait! You are…”


  There was a woman advancing toward the end of the staircase.


  She was a petite woman wearing a white and silver dress unknown to him. Her hair, azure with silver on it, dominated, beckoning her upward.


  Ain looked at her back and naturally stood up and moved his feet.


  When he moved them, he found that they were filled with vitality, as if it had been a lie just a moment ago.


  …..He doesn’t understand. 


  Although he doesn’t know, he has no choice but to go on.


  He ran up to her with great vigor, but he just couldn’t catch up with her back.


  When she came closer, she moved away, and when she moved away, she seemed to be close by.


  Even in the midst of this mysterious phenomenon, the sense that he was getting closer to the outside continued to grow.


  Eventually.


  “We’re almost there…!”


  When he reached the first row of paintings he saw, his cheeks relaxed for the first time in a long time.


  She was standing in front of the door to the outside, almost within reach.


  “You saved us!”


  Then she turned around.


  “Have a good day.”


  Her dominant bangs hid most of her face, but she was shown a mouth much like hers, which should not be here.


  Ain’s eyes widen in surprise, but she disappears like a mist.


  …..What the hell was she?


  He thought about it, but he quickly huffed and ran.


  He could only escape from the onrushing collapse just before it swallowed him up.


   


  When he managed to get out, he could finally escape the looming threat.


  Although he climbed up the stairs with faint hopes.


  Outside, contrary to his expectations, was a gray world. The Elven houses that could be seen in the distance were the same black and white as before they entered the shrine, and it was clear that they had not regained their color.


  “Hah… hah…”


  He was saved. But didn’t it make sense?


  He was looking at Chris, tormented by many emotions but remained on his back.


  Thank goodness, she’s just sleeping.


  Ain put her down as she breathed, and positioned himself with his sword like a staff, walked a little, took a glance around, and wistfully thought.


  Even the Red Fox would be defeated.


  He looked up at the sky and asked for forgiveness.


  He renewed the strong determination in his heart.


  Suddenly, as if in response to his determination, the black sword leaked light. The same white silver that Gail was wearing illuminated the area.


  Ain noticed the light and raised it high to the sky.


  ──He will accomplish whatever it takes. He will do whatever it takes for the good of this Ishtalika.


  The first thing that comes to mind is a flash of light.


  ──Because!


  The silvery-white light that the black sword wears is not much different than that of the Gail.


  ──Return to normal already!


  The black sword, held in the opposite hand, was thrust into the cobblestone pavement.


  Centered on Ain, a silvery-white light forms a glint that pierces high into the sky and bursts forth in a flash of lightning. The light shimmers like a drop on the water’s surface, and dazzling ripples run several times to the horizon.


  Then.


  The water flowing over the waterfall is fresh and reflects much.


  The lush green of the trees.


  The azure blue that covers the sky.


  The sound of water and the rustle of trees reaching the ears also return to this world.


  And the skin of Chris, who sleeps right beside him, is smooth white porcelain, and his hair has regained its golden color.


  “Haha… I don’t really understand it all anymore.”


  He said that even the sanctuary was colored.


  He also has no idea what it means that the light was caused by the sword thrusting it and that it was restored to its original state.


  But let’s skip the details.


  “──Really, the sky’s the limit.”


  Surely the Sith Mill was back to normal.


  He wanted to be sure now, but as the saying goes, the sky’s the limit.


  Ain went back to Chris one last time and sat next to her protectively, and then he just let go of his consciousness.


   


  Chapter 10 – Under The Moonlight


  “Your Highness! Your Highness!”


  The next time Ain woke up, he heard a woman’s voice making a commotion at his bedside. He moved his head, which was working only vaguely, to look in the direction of the voice.


  “Sierra?”


  “Your Highness, are you alright? Please stay where you are; I’ll go and call my grandmother right now!”


  She didn’t wait for Ain’s reply and opened the door vigorously and walked out.


  After a closer look, he realized that this was Chris’s house. It was Celes’ bedroom, which he borrowed, and outside the window, it was already dark, so he knew it was nighttime. And there was the color. The outside of the sanctuary was back to normal.


  What wasn’t understood was why he was sleeping.


  Another thing he doesn’t know is why Sierra was in such a hurry.


  “My body feels fine.”


  When he sat up on the bed, he should have been in pain, but he’s in his natural state.


  He felt light, which is rare, even these days.


  “Your Highness…! Oh, Your Highness… you are awake…”


  The chief came with a ghastly expression on her face. She came to Ain’s side and exhaled with strong relief.


  “What happened? Why am I here?”


  “Your Highness was lying by the fountain with Christina-san. Sierra found the two of you as soon as she woke up this morning.”


  It’s strange because it should have been a shrine where he collapsed.


  (Well, strange is not a new word, I suppose.)


  If it’s strange, he experienced many strange things just today and considered it one of them.


  “Chief, how much time has passed since Chris and I collapsed?”


  “It’s been about half a day. If I recall, you promised to have lunch with me today, and then we would continue our conversation from the other day.”


  Although he understood the timeline, it was strange.


  It was the morning soon after he woke up that he noticed something unusual about Sith Mill. After that, he must have spent hours retracing his steps back through the forest and painstakingly exploring the shrine. Then more than half a day must have passed. And yet, it was only in the morning that they were found unconscious.


  It would be understandable if they were in a coma for more than a whole day.


  However, he was concerned about the current situation, as if to say that time had not progressed during the anomaly.


  “I see; what about Chris!”


  “Christina-san is in her room. She is not injured. She will wake up in time.”


  Hearing this, Ain looked up at the ceiling and closed his eyes.


  Thank goodness, everything was fine.


  He didn’t know what was going on, but this was enough for now.


  “Sierra, I have to ask His Highness something.”


  When the chief implored her to leave the room, Sierra quickly left the room.


  “Let me ask you something. How did you two come to be lying in the fountain?”


  “…I don’t know.”


  But he remembers what happened before that.


  “When Chris and I woke up, the whole Sith Mill was colorless, like it was in the sanctuary. We figured the reason for the mutation was at the shrine, so we went there.”


  “──You don’t mean to tell me that you were able to open the door?”


  “Yes, Chris and I were able to open it yesterday.”


  “Is… that so?”


  “Chief.”


  “You don’t have to talk about it. …You have witnessed the power of His Majesty the First.”


  After all, the chief knew about the shrine.


  Ain stood up from the bed without rushing to continue and looked at the black sword that was propped up against the wall.


  “The shrine was built by me and His Majesty the First.”


  “I expected it to be a place that had a connection with His Majesty the First. I had no idea that the chief had built it together with him.”


  “I’m good at the magic that works by nature.”


  The chief says, remembering.


  “We built it before the beginning of the Great War. At that time, Sith Mill was overrun with many monsters, and all the different races except us Elves were also under threat. His Majesty the First was so distressed that he decided to create a sanctuary.”


  According to her, the sanctuary is like a magical tool.


  The building that granted the power that Gail had was the shrine.


  “There are two keys to unsealing the shrine.”


  The chief holds up a finger.


  “One is that there is a person who has the blood of His Majesty the First. And the other is──.”


  Here the chief looked Ain in the eye.


  The eyes that contained a strong will not to let her escape and tenderness that wanted to be close to her.


  “It is necessary to have someone with the same power as Her Majesty Arche.”


  The mystery of the pillar was finally solved. White and black meant two Ishtalikas.


  (Which means I couldn’t make the pillar on Chris’s side shine.)


  Maybe it was because the power of the Demon King took precedence.


  The chief was obviously aware that Ain was the Demon King, though.


  “Your Highness need not speak.”


  She would not let anything be stated and would not ask a single word more to be said.


  “…Chief’


  “A certain one said. The dark night is the messenger who carries the morning. To greet the dazzling sunrise, we need gentle darkness that can envelop everything.”


  “That saying…”


  Wasn’t that what Gail said during the battle?


  “How did we end up outside of the sanctuary, Chief? I have no idea why it went back to the way it was after Chris and I fought with the first king, and I have no idea what the purpose is.”


  Why was that monstrosity caused, so to speak, was the question.


  The chief described the opening of the shrine door by the two as the breaking of a seal.


  Then the trigger for the change must be in the door of the shrine.


  “I don’t know the details myself. I remember that His Majesty visited the shrine alone after the Great War and did something. I was never told about it. I could not break the seal by myself as His Majesty did, so I was not able to investigate.”


  ──The chief continued, but…


  “He said he had left his strength for the coming threat.”


  Ain huffed and picked up the black sword. Then, without hesitation, he pulls it out of its sheath and shines the moonlight on the sword’s changed appearance.


  The chief also looked at the sword, and her eyes widened in surprise.


  It was unmistakably the same as the first king Gail’s sword that she knew.


  “I am sure that the anomaly was a test to pass on the power to His Highness.”


  “…Chief, could this be the reason that you invited me to Sith Mill?”


  He wondered if it was also to give him the power left by the first king, Gail.


  The chief would not answer anything.


  She smiled gently and did not say either no or yes.


  “I see.”


  Nevertheless, that was something of an answer.


  Finally, Ain asks the remaining question.


  “Chris and I fought with His Majesty the First. I don’t think he was undead, or he wasn’t himself. What was that all about?”


  “It seems to me that he was an illusion, or a guardian, born as a being to test the will and magic ── all left behind by His Majesty the First, in the form of a sword. He may have been waiting behind the shrine to pass on the power of his own sword.”


  “I have a feeling now that you mention it.”


  What a tough ordeal that must have been. As he thought of this, he also began to laugh at how strong Gail, who was not a residue, was.


  “Yes! The power of the sanctuary is…!”


  “Don’t worry. The Sith Mill will remain in its holy power. But the doors of the shrine will never again be opened.”


  The chief said she went on foot while Ain collapsed.


  She climbed up to the shrine and went to the place where the door should have been.


  But the door looked different from before, as the border that should have opened on either side had disappeared, and it seemed to have been transformed into a single piece of rock.


  Ain was relieved to learn that the sanctuary’s power was intact.


  He continued to reminisce about the battle with Gail.


  (…It was still too early to go over to His Majesty the First.)


  If it was not an ordeal but a struggle for life.


  He stopped thinking about what would happen next.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Ain checked the clock in the living room, and the time was just around 2:00 a.m.


  After talking to the chief, Ain waited in Chris’ room for her to wake up, but she didn’t seem to wake up at all.


  Ain had a grim look on his face at that time. He was obviously worried about Chris, but Sierra suggested that he should go out for a change of scenery. Ain didn’t want Chris to see that look when she woke up either, so he accepted Sierra’s suggestion.


  ──Outside, just taking a deep breath seemed to cleanse his body.


  The scent of the forest. The cool breeze cooled his burning body, and it felt good.


  Even though he had only experienced a few nights walks when he was the crown prince himself, he felt like he was doing something wrong, and it wasn’t bad.


  Eventually, Ain arrived at the edge of the fountain and sat down on a nearby rock.


  (I’m hungry.)


  He had eaten a rather large dinner since he woke up. Although his stomach felt full, his hunger was not satisfied in any way. After relaxing a little, he decided to go back to the house and try to eat again.


  After thinking of nothing else, he looked up at the sky.


  The stars seemed closer in the sky than at night in the royal capital. He wondered for several minutes or even a dozen minutes if he had been looking at the night sky as it was.


   


  Suddenly, there was a gust of wind.


  Ain, who had been drowsy on a rock, closed his eyes and listened carefully for footsteps approaching from behind.


  The moonlight shone on Ain, casting a shadow on the fountain.


  The sound of the night wind blowing and shaking the trees and leaves rustling against each other was like the sound of a famous orchestra playing a concert. Leaves falling into the fountain create ripples, and the sound of fish jumping in the air echoes around the area.


  “Ain-sama!”


  When a voice arrived that sounded like a tinkling bell; another shadow appeared in the fountain.


  “Are you all right now?”


  “Yes. I can even fight again.”


  “Haha… might want to give me a break on that one.”


  Then she sat down next to him.


  Suddenly, she took Ain’s hand in hers and held it up to the moonlight.


  “It’s strange, isn’t it?”


  “Hmm?”


  “So many injuries, and yet here we are, unscathed. I thought we might die, but I’m starting to think it might have been a dream.”


  “It wasn’t a dream; that much is clear.”


  Ain then pulled out the black sword he carried at his waist.


  “Look, Chris, you recognize it too, don’t you?”


  She was surprised to see the black sword and demanded an explanation of what had happened.


  Ain shook his head, said they would talk later, and put the matter to rest.


  He then said, “The chief told me some things, so let’s talk about it on the water train on the way back.”


  “Mm… don’t you think it is too long?”


  “What do you mean by too long? It’s not like it’s a reward.”


  “Yes, it’s actually a reward! I worked a lot!”


  Chris, who normally would never say such a thing, is strangely aggressive in begging for a reward. Perhaps it was because she had experienced something too unusual. For some reason, she seems to be bolder and more determined than usual.


  As Ain was laughing, Chris stood up with a thump.


  She was dressed very roughly. Chris was wearing blue denim and a white shirt on top. Two buttons were unbuttoned, and the sleeves were rolled up, giving her a healthy beauty.


  “What do you want as a reward?”


  “Actually, there aren’t many things I want.”


  “…Why did you ask for it?”


  “Haha… ah, but there are things I’d like you to do with me!”


  While walking with light steps in front of Ain’s eyes.


  Her golden thread hair sways in the moonlight, and she turns around with a neat smile on her face.


  “The water here feels good when you bathe in it.”


  “I see.”


  Hearing his reply, Chris rolled up the hem of her denim.


  She then took off her shoes.


  Her white legs dip into the water, and the corners of her mouth turn up as she soaks in the cool sensation.


  “I’m good at playing in the water,” Ain said.


  “I’ve never heard of that before. Where did you get good at it?”


  “No, I said it for the first time too, but I feel like I can beat you in the number of moves.”


  “…The illusory hand is a cheat, after all.”


  “How did you know ── Eh, uwaa… Chris!”


  The cold water that suddenly splashed on Ain’s face made him panic, and Chris, who had stepped into the fountain a step ahead of him, burst out laughing happily.


  “Hahaha, you can never be too careless, can you?”


  Even at this age.


  Ain never thought he would be playing in the water after what happened, but it was pleasant, too, perhaps because he was free from extreme tension.


  At least he was fighting back.


  Ain stepped into the fountain, scooped up the water with an exaggerated movement, and threw it down.


  “Kyaa… y-you are merciless! Then me too!”


  And a moment after, Chris tried to fight back.


  Her body collapsed in a heap, and she fell into the fountain.


  With all this playing around, there was no way they weren’t getting wet by now. However, Ain almost reflexively reached out his hand and supported Chris, but his footing was dazed in the water.


  After their places switched once or twice, they both fell into the fountain.


  “You almost fell over first, and this was Chris’s loss.”


  Crouching down, Ain received Chris in front of him.


  Her body trembled slightly as she buried her face in his chest, and she didn’t seem to look up.


  “Chris?”


  The hand holding Ain’s was cajoled by the voice, but it didn’t change.


  “──.”


  A hazy voice uttered something.


  The goddess of the moon, once again, should be referred to.


  Her golden threads of hair, spread out in the fountain, were wet with water and tangled in Ain’s arms as well. The figure, which never wanted to leave, was like her own heart, dignified but with a hint of reluctance inside.


  “──I was scared.”


  The vulnerable emotion that was revealed struck Ain’s heart.


  It’s all right now. Then, softly, he put his own hand on her trembling hand, saying aloud.


  “When I woke up, and Ain-sama wasn’t there, I cried in front of Sierra. I heard you were outside, so I got dressed right away and came running.”


  Ain felt bad about that. It was easy to imagine that Chris’ inconsolability was extreme.


  “Do you mind if I stay like this for a little while longer?”


  “Of course, until you feel better.”


  Sobs can be heard mingling with the sound of water.


  Ain puts his hand on Chris’s head, looks up at the moon, and closes his eyes.


  (Really, I’m glad that was an ordeal)


  He continued to transmit his own body heat to her until the heart of the moon goddess trembling in his chest was healed.


   


  Chapter 11 – Before the Disturbance


   


  The skyscraper towering over the magic city ─── Tower of Wisdom.


  At the top of the tower.


  A man, with his white robe swept by the wind, gazed at the magic stone raised to the moon.


  “Aaah… O, Father! My beloved father!”


  The man’s whole body trembled with joy. 


  He looked at the magic stone reflected in his eyes with a prodigal expression and a strong sense of elation in his heart.


  Then, unexpectedly──.


  A strong wind blows and took something away from the inside of the white robe.


  Exposed to the dark night, it was a simple card, an identification card to enter the Tower of Wisdom.


  Written on it is his name, a short word: Oz.


  “Soon, my long-cherished wish will be fulfilled! I must not panic… Yes! I shall not make His Highness like that woman! I shall not make him a failure!”


  Right, he doesn’t need a spoiled piece of work. He reminded himself of the old days, hundreds of years ago.


  Suddenly, starlight reflected off the magic stone.


  He looked at it and smiled.


  “O Father, you think so too, don’t you?”


  He was so enraptured that he kissed the magic stone. He opened his mouth, stretched out his tongue, and licked it again and again.


  There is no taste.


  The most beautiful thing for him was the sweetness that ran through his whole body, and every time he flicked his tongue, his heart would pound, and his back would buckle.


  “I won’t make the same mistake again.”


  He exhaled with his eyes downcast, determined to achieve this. Then, without notice, he bend to his knees, holding the magic stone to his chest in a prayer-like posture.


  “It’s just a matter of time.”


  That it was not far in the future.


  He was waiting impatiently for the day when his twisted desires would be fulfilled. He muttered, looking in the direction of Heim… on the other side of the distant sea.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Far beyond the gaze of Oz. The royal capital of Heim, was enveloped in the stillness of the night.


  On the banks of a river in the suburbs of Heim, there was a girl with her hair ornament swaying as she walked. She looked at the surface of the water quietly, seemingly unconcerned.
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  Suddenly ── the sound of stepping on grass could be heard from behind her.


  “It’s been a long time, Ed.”


  She says without looking back, and the reply arrives in a tone of voice that contains joy.


  “It’s been a long time. Ah… you look as beautiful now as you were before…”


  “I told you before; my name is Shannon now.”


  Shannon Bruno was the bride of the next head of the Roundheart family, Grint Roundheart.


  On the other hand, the man called Ed. His real name is Edward, and he is a martial artist who is superior even to the great General Logas.


  “Just call me Shannon now.”


  “That would be… rude of me.”


  “All right then, can we talk about it here?”


  She sat down on the suitable grass and hugged her knees.


  “Are you tired of coming from Euro?”


  “No, I have nothing but happy feelings right now.”


  Edward rubbed the back of Shannon’s hair as she sat down, her white teeth showing and her cheeks relaxed.


  He also wanted to smell it. He bent his body into a crouch and brought his face close to hers, but she didn’t budge.


  She sighed and moved away from Edward.


  “So, what’s that leather bag you’re carrying?”


  “This is what I should call a souvenir.”


  Edward placed the leather bag in front of him.


  “Tell me what’s in it.”


  “Before I left Lord Amour’s service, I picked up a couple of reasonable heads of the Euro nobility. How do you like them?”


  “Hmm, yes.”


  “You don’t like it?”


  Hearing a curt, uninterested reply, Edward nervously inquired if he were talking to his first love.


  To be honest, he was confident about this souvenir. He knew Shannon, sitting next to him, would praise it.


  “I didn’t ask for these heads. I don’t need it.”


  “T-that’s not it! I want to make it all spectacular for you anyway! It will make you shine brighter! That’s what I think…”


  “I told you I’m Shannon now. I don’t like bad behavior.”


  “…My apologies. Shannon-sama.”


  “I’ve had enough of this. Now that I know that your skills are not rusty, I’ll let you off the hook this time.”


  “I-I am honored by your praise──.”


  “But even you have been defeated before, haven’t you?”


  Edward was about to rejoice, but his smile froze at the words that just came out.


  “You never won against the deputy commander of the Black Knight, did you? Even when we left that continent, you could only buy a little time and came back to me in desperation.”


  If anyone else had spoken those words now, Edward would have killed them without a doubt.


  But because it was Shannon, he could tolerate her.


  He could even endure mending his smile because it was Shannon, whom he never ceased to respect and love and who loved him all the more.


  “…I’m sure I’ll kill that armor-plated bastard next time.”


  “Impossible; he must have been affected by me. He’s either wandering around with a broken spirit or taking his own life.”


  Shannon chuckled at this.


  Edward, by contrast, was so frustrated that he ground his teeth and wished the story he wanted to forget would end as soon as possible. So was the fact that he didn’t like the story. In addition, what was being told from Shannon’s mouth was a humiliation that could not be compared to anything else.


  “Then if he lives…”


  “That would be a stupid fight. You would win now, of course. But, even if he were alive, how much weaker do you think he’d be?”


  “…If he’s under the influence of Shannon-sama, he’s no more than a fraction of what he was in his prime.”


  “That might be true. If you can feel good about winning against such an opponent… then do what you want.”


  “So, should I just forget about it?”


  Edward said as if he had given up.


  “That’s the right answer.”


  Shannon chuckled and stood up languidly. Edward saw this and reached out a hand to support Shannon, but it was rejected with a dry smack.　 


  “I’m married now. So I’m sorry.”


  Then Edward said shortly, “I’m jealous,” and despite his tone, he had a murderous look in his eyes.


  However, it was not long before this emotion tormented him. Then, as if remembering, Shannon changed the subject, and he suppressed his mixed emotions.


  “In a noble family, you must have had young children.”


  She looked at the leather bag in front of her.


  “Didn’t you hate children?”


  “I certainly didn’t like children, but I developed a tolerance for them.”


  “Hmm, why?”


  Edward laughed as if he had been expecting it.


  “I left Euro once when I was an adventurer and returned to Ishtalika. I had two children in the city of Ist. They were sisters.”


  But he had had enough of that life and returned to Euro.


  “You are a terrible woman.”


  “I am done with that role. They are no longer family. They will live their lives as they wish.”


  “As usual, you sacrifice everything for the sake of acting.”


  Shannon has no idea how he developed this personality. However, he was loyal. He had done everything she has asked him to do, and even if he had a few character defects, they were endearing.


  “I heard you did a fine job the other day.”


  “I am honored by your praise.”


  “I heard the castle is in trouble. Well, the prince was assassinated, so it’s no surprise.”


  “It was an easy job. I’m glad I could be of service. ──Well, I have to go now. I will be back soon.”


  Edward disappeared into the darkness, leaving behind the leather bag he had been told was unnecessary.


  Shannon, oblivious to the smell of rotting flesh and blood wafting from next to her, looked up at the night sky in a good mood with a pretty smile on her face, like a girl of her age.


  “Oh, she’s coming to visit me. I have to go home soon. Fufu, I wonder if she’ll be happy if I spoil her?”


  She smiled innocently and stood up.


  She looked at the leather bag Edward had left behind and let out a deep sigh, whether intentionally or unintentionally.


  She furrowed her brow in annoyance and muttered, “Eat,” in a short, cold tone.


  Then, several black tentacles appeared from the ground and grabbed the leather bag. Shannon smiled darkly as she watched them drag it straight into the ground.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Elena’s office in Heim Castle, where the commotion was still unsettled. Her husband, Harley, and the third prince, Tigre, were there.


  The scenery outside the window at night would normally have been quieter, but now the lights of the torches in various places were swaying in the wind, creating a sense of uneasiness.


  The third prince’s low voice said as if to mimic the scenery.


  “Oh, Harley.”


  Tigre, with a mysterious look on his face, extends his hand.


  “You will go with me to Euro. It will be safer for you there than in Heim.”


  “No, I will stay in the royal capital.”


  “W-why?”


  “As I told my wife, it is also dangerous for us to move together now. It would be too conspicuous to bring my son along with the three of us. If the insects that lurk in our country are noticed, it may bring new misfortune to His Highness.”


  “But…”


  “Rest assured; I am the head of the House of Augusto. I have a reputation for being a weaker caliber than my wife, but I am not so foolish as to make a fool of myself so easily.”


  This was not a joke to be told at a time like this.


  But both Harley and Elena looked at each other and let out a smile. In front of the bond between the couple who put all their trust in each other, Tigre just put his hand on his forehead and let out a sigh.


  “Don’t be ridiculous. You can leave the country if you want.”


  “That’s exactly what I’m not going to do.”


  “Ah… that’s right. Now that Logas has raised the army, it’s more dangerous, isn’t it?”


  There will inevitably be unnecessary suspicions. So now it is better to stay quiet, lurking, not fighting the waves.


  “My husband will protect the house.”


  “You are all too stubborn. I’m beginning to think myself a wimp.”


  “Not at all. Deep down, my husband and I are both afraid.”


  “…Well, then, I guess that makes us companions.”


  Tigre gave a last high laugh and then put on his cloak.


  “I wish you all the best of luck. And I will play the fool as I have always performed.”


  He headed for the door, and as he stepped out, he clucked his tongue at the unsettled atmosphere in the castle.


  With heroic steps, he headed for the audience chamber. Walking alone with only Elena, his face was filled with anger, and there was no glimpse of calmness.


  However, this was also an act.


   


  He reaches the audience chamber and closed the distance when he saw his father, who still clutched at the coffin.


  His steps were large and unreserved.


  “Father, I cannot stand it.”


  “…What is the matter with you, having so abruptly made such a statement?”


  “I will take up my sword as well. I will leave the royal capital with the knights to find the one who killed my brother.”


  “Don’t be a fool!”


  No one felt any discomfort with Tigre’s intuitive behavior.


  Elena opened her mouth at the right moment.


  “No! Your Highness should be in this castle!”


  “Yes, Elena is right! It would be dangerous to go outside! I don’t want to see my child fall on a deadly blade again!”


  Tigre then turned to Elena.


  “You don’t care that my brother was killed?”


  “That’s something that… hurts my heart too.”


  “Ha! You’re so self-protective; you’re so vile!”


  With a light clap of his hands, Tigre’s knight approached.


  “Your Highness!”


  “Take her to jail; such a woman is not worthy to serve Heim.”


  As expected, the people in the surrounding area reached out to restrain her.


  “Give me a chance to redeem myself, please!”


  “Then be prepared to take up the sword with me. If you say you can’t do it because you are a woman, I will cut your head off right now!”


  Tigre, who was curling up in a rage, didn’t look like he was joking.


  Before long, Garland, too, was shaking and weeping for Tigre, who had said he would fight for his brother.


  “Oh Elena, lend my child Tigre your strength.”


  He finally agreed as he gave her a push.


  “…If I can be of use to you, I will gladly take up my sword.”


  Tigre chuckled at the sound of her voice.


  “Well said! I’ll spare you the beheading! Now, get ready! We’re leaving the royal capital as soon as possible.”


  After that, he left the audience chamber before anyone could object.


  In fact, his heart was beating strongly. He was anxious to see if anyone was following him and if he felt uncomfortable. Still, he managed to hide his mind until he reached a place where not many people were around and revealed the anger that had been played out.


  After a few minutes, he lost his expression concerning the less popular place.


  “If Heim is destroyed, I’ll try to be an actor.”


  “Please don’t. I will not let that happen.”


  Elena said slightly coldly, having heard a joke that did not make her feel good.


  Tigre had never experienced such strong courage as he did now. He had never dreamt that he would willingly take such an action.


  But he had to go.


  ──I must go to Euro, he said.


   


  Epilogue


  The sound of a water train moving along the tracks could be heard. However, since the train was not the same as the royal water train that Ain was used to, the noise pierced his ears even more than usual.


  …..It all happened so fast, didn’t it?


  A lot has happened on this trip, but it passed like a blink of an eye when he thought about it now.


  Ain sat on the sofa, gazing out the train window at the countryside, and thought back to just before he left Sith Mill.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  ──It was early in the morning, as he recalled.


  “This is what I was going to tell you over lunch.”


  Said the chief who had visited Ain at Chris’s house.


  “As I told Your Highness, I searched the archives. But I could not find any more information than in Wilfried-sama’s book. Once again, I would like to apologize for this. ──But, I just remembered the words that the first king used to say to me.”


  Gail said, “The Red Fox is after me. She has a grudge against me,” he used to say.


  “There was a diary in the basement of the collapsed villa that said the same thing.”


  “In that basement?”


  The chief’s eyes were wide with surprise.


  However, she did not seem surprised regarding the discovery of the first king’s diary in the basement. The way she said it sounded as if she was surprised that Ain had opened the basement.


  Then she fished in her pocket and closed the distance between her and Ain.


  “Please, Your Highness, take it.”


  The object she took from her pocket was wrapped in fine silk. When Ain opened the cloth dubiously, a pale blue jewel appeared.


  The fact that he could feel its magic power made him conclude that it was a magic stone. The beauty of the stone could not be compared to any other magic stone he had ever seen. There were no impurities of any kind, and the color was even. The way it reflected the bright azure color in the sunlight attracted Ain’s eyes and kept them glued to it.


  “T-that.”


  The power of the magic stone unintentionally seeped into his body. He did not know why. Then, suddenly, a single tear flowed down, and naturally, the hand holding the magic stone was filled with power.


  Ain quickly wiped away the tear so that the chief would not see it.


  “It is the magic stone of Queen Raviola. Queen Raviola asked me to safeguard before she died, and I have kept it by my side to this day.”


  …..Could he really keep it with him?


  …..Shouldn’t it be brought to the cemetery of the former royal capital, in the former demon king’s territory?


  “It is Your Highness, who overcame the ordeal of His Majesty the First, who should have it. Now, please take it with you.”


  The chief smiled at Ain, who hesitated, then bowed her head one last time and walked away from him. “Please get along with Christina-san”, she said.


  Ain looked away from the chief and then looked again at Raviola’s magic stone in his hand. Soon he reminded himself of the status card, took it out of his pocket, and looked at it.


  “The numbers are still the same…”


  He looked around and then looked at the next word and exclaimed.


   


  Ain von Ishtalika


   


  [Job] Demon King, ──, ────


  [Physical Strength] ──


  [Magic Power] ──


  [Attack Power] ──


  [Defense] ──


  [Agility] ──


   


  [Skills] Demon King, Familiar, Dark Knight, Great Magic, Ocean Current, Fog, Toxin Decomposition EX, Absorption, Gift of Training, Ice Dragon, Weakened


   


  What was strange was his job.


  He has no idea regarding the numbers because the bar lines were drawn. But he could tell the skills.


  “Weakening… Weakening, huh?”


  In all probability, it is a skill added by absorbing Raviola’s magic stone. But it’s hard to imagine what it meant in a single word. If that’s the case, he should try to use it, and he strongly focused on the name of the weakening skill in his mind.


  Soon he felt a heaviness in the joints of his body. Then, his body became heavier, and his head began to ache.


  “It was like I was weakening myself… It’s not good.”


  It might be a skill that pixies, counted as fairies, use to hide themselves. It is possible that it was originally a power that made them disappear into the shadows and blend in with nature.


  It’s a heavy burden for Ain, an ordinary figure, to use, as opposed to a small pixie.


  Thus, he decided to make an assumption.


  In any case, it was unlikely that he would find a way to make it useful.


  “Ain-sama! Have you prepared for your return?”


  “Sorry! I’ll start now!”


  There was no excuse given since he was told to do it last night.


  But Chris didn’t point that out because a lot of things had been going on lately. Even though he was physically tired enough, his energy, or rather his mentality, was not in its true form.


  So this must be naivete.


  “All right.”


  Let’s get ready to go home. He looked at his empty bag on the floor and sat up heavily.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  This trip was also worthwhile.


  The fact that he was able to hear more about Wernstein should also please him.


  Back into the train, Ain looked out the window.


  “What were you thinking about?”


  Krone, who had been standing next to him for some time, looked up at Ain.


  “I was just thinking about all the things that happened in Sith Mill.”


  “Sounds like you had a good time, that’s good.”


  He hadn’t told her about the sanctuary yet.


  This is because he decided it would be better to report to Sylvird first, and Chris also did not say anything after hearing Ain’s request.　


  “I’m curious to hear what His First Majesty has to say. We need to watch out for more than just the head of the Red Fox…”


  In other words, he only told them this much.


  He would never talk about Wernstein, and he would not even tell Sylvird about that story.


  Although he will have to tell them eventually that the appearance of his sword has changed…


  ──He suddenly found himself staring at her with a gleam in his eye.


  “What?”


  The way she tilted her head without any shyness made her look more beautiful.


  “I might ask you something strange.”


  After a preamble.


  “Did Krone ever come to Sith Mill?”


  “…..”


  “Um, if you suddenly stay silent ─── ah, hey!?”


  Krone, who said nothing, pulled Ain’s hand hard and brought his face close to hers. Her sigh could very well be counted by the number of times she blinked.　


  Their foreheads were pressed together from a distance of almost zero.
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  “You don’t seem to have a fever.”


  “No fever! Why did you say that so suddenly──?


  “It’s Ain that’s abrupt. …I was never supposed to go to Sith Mill. I’ve been helping my grandfather for a while.”


  The foreheads were far apart but still close. So if someone pushed them from behind, their lips would stick together.


  This reminds him of the time they almost kissed on the island during the meeting with Heim.


  Krone would probably think the same.


  “There’s a reason, you know.”


  And Ain is at the same distance.


  “I felt like I saw Krone at the Sith Mill.”


  That was when he left the shrine. The woman who lent him assistance and Krone look very much alike.


  The voice and the faintly visible mouth.


  “…..like me?”


  “Yeah, that’s why I asked half-jokingly.”


  There was no way they would meet in a place like that. So it was really a joke.


  “Ain, could it be?”


  Krone turned his head down and pretended to be disappointed meaningfully.　


  But the story changes when she looks up.


  She blushed happily and acted like a big sister.


  “Did you miss me?”


  “…..Hmm?”


  “I thought maybe you were hallucinating…”


  Ain falls silent.


  No, maybe that thought is certainly not zero. He wondered if he had really been hallucinating because he was so lonely, and he wasn’t confident enough to answer that it wasn’t true.


  “Hey! You don’t have to be quiet! I was feeling the same too… Geez!”


  Even if he was hallucinating Krone, it doesn’t explain the dress she was wearing at the time.


  However.


  “I’m sorry, maybe Krone was right.”


  No one knows the answer, and it’s probably pointless to think about it any further.


  “Maybe I missed you, too.”


  Geez… It’s mean of you to take a pause there.”


  “I was just thinking.”


  He reached out and stroked her head, and she smiled helplessly. It was comfortable just to do this.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  More time passed, and the water train with Ain on board reached the royal capital.


  It was already nighttime in the royal capital, which he had not been to for a long time, and the White Rose station was very crowded with adults and children on their way home.


  Ain got off at a regular platform because he was not returning on the royal water train.


  Still, it was a train for nobles, and not many people were around.


  “──I would like to ask you again, please don’t tell everyone.”


  Ain, who had just gotten off the water train, said in a small voice. Hearing this, Chris mended a smile and then replied to Ain with an indescribable look on her face.


  The secret is about the black sword and the other things the chief told them about the trials of the first king.


  He had planned to tell Sylvird first and then let everyone know, but he and Chris had an agreement when they were in Sith Mill, so he told her to keep it between them.


  “We will pretend we didn’t hear anything, okay?”


  “Why would you even ask me?”


  “I-it was too important for me to say… hahaha…”


  This lack of restraint was typical of them.


  This is not so bad; Ain noticed as he started to walk away.　


  There was Warren with a lot of royal knights nearby.


  They were obviously on high alert.


  As soon as he saw Ain, Warren stepped forward and stood beside him.


  “I’m glad to see you are safe. Let us go to the castle at once.”


  The trip had been conducted in secrecy, but here he was suddenly making a grand gesture. Ain was perplexed, but he immediately started walking with Warren.


  “So something must have happened.”


  It should be that way, obviously, without a doubt.


  “Yes, it’s something I would never have imagined.”


  His voice lacked its usual calm.


  “Tell me.”


  Ain’s words are short, and Warren responds briefly.


   


  “It’s a serious situation. It seems that Heim has declared war on Rockdam.”


   


  When he heard the story, he wondered what he had looked like. The only thing he remembered for sure was that he unconsciously tightened his lips and clutched the black sword tightly in his outstretched hand as if clinging to it.


   


  Afterword


  I am the author, Yuki Ryo. Thank you very much for picking up the sixth volume.


  This time, as in the case of the fourth volume, it was released in the same month as the manga. So, if you haven’t read it yet, please take a look at the second volume of the manga as well. And thank you, Sugawara-sensei, for always drawing such wonderful stories for us…!


  Now, the seventh volume of the original story continues, and we are entering the climax of Ain’s life as a young boy. Heim has finally declared war on another country, and the Red Foxes are active in the dark. A new story awaits Ain, who has overcome the trials of the first king. Both the Ishtalika fleet that is on the move and the army led by Lloyd───.


  Please look forward to the upheaval that has engulfed the world and Ain’s new battle.


   


  Last but not least, I would like to thank everyone who was involved in this sixth volume.


  I would like to thank Naruse-sensei again for his wonderful drawings of Ain and the others. Thanks also to the two editors in charge and everyone involved in the book’s production, which made it possible for us to release the sixth volume.


  I would also like to thank everyone who picked up a copy of the sixth volume.


  I hope to see you again in the seventh volume, and I will conclude this greeting for the sixth volume. I look forward to your continued support for “Maseki Gurume” and for Yuki Ryo.
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