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“Pray tell, Joshua-sama… what was that you just said?”

“I suggested that you consider retirement, Lord Hopleys.”

Algrio Hopleys stared in shock. The Second Prince of the Kingdom of Limia had just given him the same reply, again devoid of hesitation or humor.

Today was the day Raidou—also known as Makoto Misumi—and the Kuzunoha Company were to depart Limia. Meanwhile, at the Hopleys estate, located in the southern reaches of the kingdom, a guest had arrived.

Algrio had returned to his own territory ahead of time to prepare to receive that guest. From Raidou’s perspective, it probably would have seemed an irrational choice; after all, arranging a meeting while everyone remained in the capital would have been far simpler.

Unfortunately, in the Kingdom of Limia, noble and royal audiences were bound by a labyrinth of petty customs and formalities: who must visit whom, who must receive whom, and under what circumstances. Privately, Prince Joshua and the Kingdom’s Hero, who accompanied him under the guise of protection, Hibiki Otonashi, both found such conventions tedious and pointless.

Even so, this time they judged it unwise to stir up trouble. Thus, they departed the capital slightly ahead of Raidou’s group and traveled to Hopleys territory under the pretense of seeing the Kuzunoha Company off.

Now, Algrio and Joshua were alone in the room; Hibiki and the Hopleys' household guards waited outside in the reception chamber.

Algrio finally broke the oppressive silence.

“…It seems this is no jest. But Joshua-sama, why raise such a matter so abruptly? Retirement is premature for me. Of course, in time, I intend to pass the family headship to my son Oswald, who now fights on the battlefield.”

“As a matter of royal policy, I believe I informed you previously that any malicious action toward Raidou or the Kuzunoha Company was strictly forbidden,” Joshua replied coolly. “Yet you defied that order and attempted to take their lives within your own territory. Between that and your son Ilmgand’s disgraceful bout of madness in Rotsgard, I must say, it reflects rather poorly on you. To be frank, it is pathetic.”

Joshua’s gaze did not waver.

“And yet… this is troublesome. It seems you scattered quite a sum of money to the four winds, but surely you realized this was no longer a matter that could be smoothed over with bribes alone? I had assumed that, when you chose to lay hands on them, you did so with a certain resolve. Or was I mistaken?”

“I did not defy you,” Algrio replied calmly. “I have not laid a finger on Raidou. On the contrary, when he was invited to Limia this time, my house permitted his stay within our domain and even provided lodging. As for the money ‘scattered to the four winds,’ as you put it… Those were donations to Rotsgard and its surrounding regions, made partly as an apology for my foolish son’s misconduct. And within Limia, it was an offering of gratitude and goodwill toward the swift restoration of the royal capital. With all due respect, Joshua-sama, I can only call that an unwarranted suspicion. That said, if—though no such report has reached me—Raidou-san was indeed targeted for assassination, then that would certainly constitute a lapse on my part. I would offer my sincere apologies. Still, I remain confident that such a matter bears no connection to questions of my resignation.”

“We have already uncovered and verified the numerous foolish acts carried out through collusion between you and several nobles under your patronage,” Joshua replied swiftly. “When the Kuzunoha Company lodged here, you dispatched assassins with clear intent to kill them, did you not? If you insist on evidence, I will see that it is presented to you at a later date.”

“…”

Algrio was forced into silence by the absolute conviction in the prince’s words.

The moment was an unpleasant one for him, but he also knew it meant danger. Algrio immediately recognized that the information Joshua possessed, and the foundation beneath it, was no mere bluff. Rather than offering a reflexive denial, he chose to hold his tongue and watch for his opponent’s next move.

“Although the Kuzunoha people appear to have repelled the attack with laughable ease, this continues to be a grave issue for Limia,” Joshua went on. “The assassins you welcomed into your territory were all notorious figures who operated across the continent. Not only did you disregard the will of the royal family, but you also actively employed international criminals to carry out justice on your own terms. As a noble, you should be ashamed to have stooped to such conduct.”

“…Joshua-sama, is that not a little harsh?” Algrio countered after a moment. “There are procedures and protocols for matters such as these. I took action because I judged that I had received your tacit approval. You serve as His Majesty’s aide; your consent is, by extension, the king’s consent. Are you now suggesting that you deny the very fact that I consulted you on this matter previously? That would defy all reason, would it not? After all, there were several other nobles present at that meeting, not just the two of us.”

“Now then… I have no recollection of ever ordering, or granting permission for you to eliminate the Kuzunoha Company,” Joshua replied evenly. “And I can assure you I would never agree to ‘look the other way.’ My tacit approval? If you mean that I simply let your absurd ramblings pass without comment at that meeting, then you are profoundly mistaken.”

“So, you intend to feign ignorance to the very end. How exceedingly… blunt of you.”

“It is the vicious treatment of a trading company invited by the royal family, invited so that we might offer our gratitude, that is truly outrageous. You needn’t force me to spell it out any further. A man of your caliber understands my intent perfectly well. I ask that you retire. Hand the family headship over to your eldest son and step down from the political stage. For the head of a noble house, this is an exceptionally peaceful way to step aside.”

All the while Joshua spoke, the genial smile never left his face.

Every assassin who had attacked Raidou’s group had been hired through Algrio and his associates, and the evidence tracing exactly who employed whom was already firmly in Joshua’s grasp. Should this affair ever come to light, not even the Hopleys family would escape unscathed; confiscation of territory or demotion would be inevitable.

If all it took was a change in family head, with no further punishment, it could be called a favorable deal.

Still, because the Kuzunoha Company was involved, Algrio could not bring himself to nod so easily.

To him, Kuzunoha had indirectly caused the death of his son Ilmgand. To be toyed with by Raidou and his companions once more—only for the Hopleys family alone to suffer—was, to put it bluntly, intolerable.

So, Algrio chose to play his trump card.

A secret belonging to the prince himself: his ultimate leverage.

It was not a card meant to be played in a place like this. But his personal hatred toward the Kuzunoha Company had skewed his judgment.

For Joshua, this turn of events was, in a sense, exactly as anticipated. Algrio had stepped neatly into the prince’s snare of his own accord.

Even Algrio himself likely understood that the nobles under his patronage had already been persuaded or rendered powerless, that the outer defenses of his position had been thoroughly filled in. And yet, despite knowing all that, he still chose the path of resistance.

“I see. You truly intend to remove me,” Algrio said at last. “But tell me, Joshua-sama… are you quite certain that is wise?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Joshua asked.

“I am well aware of the thing you are so desperately trying to conceal,” Algrio said. He fixed Joshua with a hard, unblinking stare, as if daring him to lose that infuriatingly pleasant grin.

Surprisingly, Joshua’s reaction was nothing like what he had anticipated.

For just an instant, a smile bordering on contempt flickered across the prince’s lips. His gaze drifted upward, as though he were recalling something trivial.

“Ah, yes. Now that you mention it.”

“?”

“I neglected to tell you earlier: your eldest son, Oswald-dono, was gravely wounded on the battlefield not long ago. He’s currently receiving exhaustive treatment at the castle.”

“?!”

“The damage to his body is severe, and he’s also been afflicted by poison. He remains in critical condition, but we’re all praying for his recovery.”

“Y-you idiot!” Algrio shouted, his composure shattering. “I haven’t heard a single word of this! And I was in the capital until just recently! How could there not even be a report?! That’s impossible!”

“Yes, my sincerest apologies,” Joshua said smoothly. “It seems several reports were delayed due to the matter involving the Kuzunoha Company. I imagine a notice will reach this territory by tomorrow or the day after. In fact, it may arrive just about when the Kuzunoha people pass through here.”

“—!!! His life… his life will be saved, won’t it?!”

Algrio’s face drained of color as he surged forward, no longer caring about his language or manners.

With Ilmgand gone, Oswald was now the sole heir of the Hopleys family.

If he were to lose Oswald as well, Algrio would be forced either to adopt a relative or to begin anew, siring and raising a successor from scratch.

Either outcome would be a disgrace that stained Algrio’s twilight years. For a noble who placed the preservation of house and bloodline above all else, it was a nightmare to be avoided at any cost.

That was why his loss of composure during negotiations was understandable. The revelation Joshua had dropped carried the destructive force of a bomb.

“At least things seem to be moving in a positive direction,” Joshua added lightly.

“I did not ask for such vague reassurances!” Algrio snapped.

“As you wish. I can promise you one decisive move. One that will see Oswald-dono completely cured. Though… ah, yes.”

“?”

“You were saying something about my secret, were you not? I wonder what you could have meant. I would dearly love to hear it.”

At Joshua’s deliberately affected tone, a growl of raw fury escaped Algrio’s throat.

“Joshuaaa.”

“If you agree to a few conditions, I’m certain you will be reunited with your son in good health. Otherwise, there will be no discussion of succession at all,” Joshua explained smoothly. “Remain calm, Lord Hopleys. I trust that, as one who bears the proud name of the great Hopleys family, you will arrive at the correct decision.”

“…”

Amid the shock, anger, and gnawing desperation, Algrio found his understanding of Joshua shifting profoundly.

The Joshua he’d known was the king’s loyal aide—a man who had willingly renounced his own claim to the throne and devoted himself wholly to supporting his elder brother Belda; the two had forged a relationship marked by harmony and trust. Algrio had never once heard rumors of Joshua secretly undertaking the kingdom’s dirty political work.

And yet, the man standing before him now was undeniably that same Joshua.

This cunning and ruthlessness were not something one could acquire through palace politics alone. Confronted with this new face of the prince, Algrio finally grasped the depth of his predicament.

Still, now that he had already declared that he knew the prince’s secret, it made little difference whether he spoke it aloud or not.

In fact, if he let this end without saying something, it could invite an even worse disadvantage. If he failed to wring out even the smallest concession, then using his greatest trump card against Joshua would have been utterly meaningless (or so Algrio reasoned). In truth, he was being maneuvered exactly as his opponent intended.

Even Joshua could not easily manipulate the head of the Hopleys family, a man whose status rivaled that of royalty itself.

This offensive was only possible because he had assembled a hand of cards so complete it bordered on perfection.

Joshua, too, failed to notice his own minor misstep.

Given how fully he’d committed himself to steering this confrontation toward his desired outcome, perhaps it was inevitable. It was an error born of misjudging just how much the Hopleys' name meant to Algrio himself.

“If you have nothing further to say, then please give me your answer,” Joshua prompted calmly. “You will retire after awaiting your eldest son’s recovery, will you not, Lord Hopleys?”

“I do.”

“Please, go on.”

“Then, Prince Joshua—no, Princess Joshua.”

“…”

“The daughter His Majesty sired with a woman of the streets, who somehow became Belda-sama’s younger brother,” Algrio continued coldly. “Had you been born of a concubine, that would be one thing. But you carry the base blood of a commoner.”

Joshua listened in silence, his expression unreadable.

“If this matter were to become widely known within the kingdom, it would obviously place you in a most unfavorable position. The masses revere the so-called special blood of kings and nobles. A princess who shares their own blood—worse still, one who deceived the entire nation by masquerading as a prince—would never be accepted.”

“…”

“So? What say you to handling this… skillfully, for the benefit of us both? I will not retire for the time being, but when the moment comes, I will swiftly pass leadership of the family to my son. In return, Joshua-sama will refrain from any further unnecessary interference with my house. If you agree, I swear upon my life that your secret will go with me to the grave.”

“Heh.”

The corner of Joshua’s mouth lifted ever so slightly.

“Joshua-sama?” Algrio prompted.

“Ufufu… ahahaha!” Joshua only tried to hold her laughter in for a moment. “Take it to the grave? You, who just brandished it as a threat? What sort of negotiation do you imagine you’re conducting with words so utterly devoid of credibility? Very well. If you truly fail to grasp just how tightly you are bound, then go ahead. Expose it. Do whatever you like.”

“I must question your sanity. I assure you, Joshua-sama, you will not emerge from this unscathed.”

“To cling to something that doesn’t even qualify as a bargaining chip. How pitiful.”

“—!”

“You are correct,” Joshua continued calmly. “I am a woman. And my mother was a commoner. If this were to leak, the royal capital would fall into turmoil, and Limia would expose a significant opening, both to other nations and to the demons.”

“You see the situation quite clearly, then. Which is why, Joshua-sama, you have no choice but to accept my modest proposal. Is that not correct?”

“The fact that it took you just a moment to answer tells me everything,” Joshua said softly. “Both you and I can see even further ahead. If the truth of my sex were to spread across the world, who would suffer the most? We of the royal family, and you nobles as well.”

“It may be a problem for the crown,” Algrio countered, “but not necessarily for us.”

“You understand perfectly well, yet you pretend otherwise. In an era of peace, this information would have been devastatingly valuable. But in a world where an interspecies war rages on a global scale, its worth is cut in half. Especially now, as we find ourselves forced onto the defensive.”

“…”

“And just so you know,” Joshua added lightly, “if it were to be exposed, I would make it quite clear that the source of the information was the Hopleys family.”

At that, Algrio’s brow twitched.

“The surrounding nations would begin maneuvering to seize Limia’s territory.” Joshua’s face took on a thoughtful expression. She was enjoying imagining this future. “The demons might exploit the chaos as well. If the Hero of the Gritonia Empire learned I was a woman, he might try to take me for himself using his Charm. The Lorel Union could try to take their shrine maiden back—perhaps even dispatching dragon knights rather than relying on diplomacy alone. The four great powers are hardly on friendly terms, after all. Hyumanity is no monolith.”

Joshua’s eyes narrowed, and her smile grew razor-thin.

“Now then, what do you suppose would become of me—and of the Hopleys family—after such chaos is birthed?”

“So, that’s it,” Algrio muttered, forcing the words out as if squeezing them from his throat. “No matter the reality, so many hyumans still believe that there’s no way we could lose a war against mere demons. That victory is a foregone conclusion.”

He was not a foolish man. No one so incompetent could ever serve as the head of a great noble house.

Algrio had stood on the battlefield against the demons countless times. He was among the rare few who truly understood that this war was a grave struggle for the very survival of their species. That was precisely why he’d sent his second son, Ilmgand, abroad to Rotsgard Academy: so that the boy would hone both his command ability and combat prowess to the highest possible level. Ilmgand had a tendency to intoxicate himself on lofty, idealistic rhetoric; Algrio had intended for him to work on the battlefield instead. In exchange, he would pull his eldest son, Oswald, back from the front lines and give him a proper education as heir.

“Yes,” Joshua replied. “And yet, I intend to swing the blade against a great many nobles, yourself included. In the near future, I will reveal this secret to those of sufficient rank, then leave the castle and relinquish my royal status altogether. In other words, we settle this as mutual destruction. You and I, going down together. What do you think?”

Algrio couldn’t help it; his mouth dropped open. Joshua had been working alongside Hibiki all this time to change Limia, a nation where nobles and royalty endlessly clawed at one another for power.

“You would abandon reforms that are only halfway—no, barely even begun?” Algrio demanded.

“Either way, my existence is a liability when it comes to carrying out sweeping reform,” Joshua answered calmly. “That’s why I’ve already entrusted the role of changing this country to someone much better suited to it. Besides, revealing my sex is not without its advantages. If things proceed smoothly, it will force Belda to steel himself for what it truly means to become king.”

“…The Hero, Hibiki.”

This conversation had already ventured into dangerous, explosive territory. And yet, it was hardly the sort of discussion that warranted bringing along a Hero as a bodyguard.

Which was why Algrio began to read deeper into the meaning behind Hibiki’s presence at Joshua’s side under the pretext of protection.

“Well,” Joshua said lightly, “that’s something I would prefer you confirm not from the stage but from a seat in the audience.”

Throughout it all, Joshua never once showed signs of agitation. Even when speaking of her own resignation, her tone remained composed.

Algrio understood that both her bloodline and her sex placed her in a position that should never have allowed her to stand beside the king at all. From Joshua’s manner of speaking, that intent had been conveyed clearly enough to Algrio.

More than that, he grasped her unwavering resolve: no matter how he countered, no matter what gambit he tried, she was prepared to end this in mutual ruin or worse.

After a brief stretch of silence, Algrio’s expression suddenly cleared, as though a curse had been lifted. With the same calm tone Joshua had maintained all along, he spoke.

“Hah. I concede. No, my compliments. To think you were hiding fangs this sharp all along. This is a complete defeat.”

It was a declaration of surrender.

“I’m glad you’ve come to understand, Lord Hopleys,” Joshua replied.

“Well, now, I am getting on in years. Let’s call this a well-timed opportunity for a second life. If my departure can be welcomed by someone, especially by a prince, then I couldn’t ask for more. Though if I may request a retirement gift, perhaps you would honor me with a single dance. Naturally, with you in the woman’s role.”

“If that’s all,” Joshua answered lightly, “I would be happy to oblige.”

“Then tell me,” Algrio continued, his tone sharpening just a little, “in exchange for Oswald’s treatment, what exactly do you wish of me?”

“Oh, that? It’s quite simple. When you are asked to assist them, I want you to conduct yourself with the appropriate attitude. That is all.”

“Don’t tell me.”

“Yes. This particular card went unused—but your son has lost his right arm.”

“?!”

“However, I’m told it can be healed. By them.”

“By them. You mean Kuzunoha.”

Bitterness twisted Algrio’s features.

Yet no other options remained.

He could not choose a future in which Oswald was lost.

“If you’d prefer a one-armed heir over complete recovery due to the Kuzunoha Company’s involvement,” Joshua added mildly, “I can revise the plan even now.”

“Truly boxed in on all sides, bound hand and foot. So, this is what it means,” Algrio said with a hollow laugh. “You came to me directly because you had already secured absolute victory. I see now. No, you are a terrifying person. Please, give my regards to the members of the Kuzunoha Company.”

“I will be sure to pass that along. Then, since we have reached an agreement, I shall take my leave for now. Until later.”

From Joshua’s perspective, it was a flawless outcome: nothing short of a total victory.

She had baited Hopleys with Kuzunoha, secured a promise that he would never again lay hands on them, and forced the troublesome power broker Algrio Hopleys into retirement. Even so, the matter did not end there.

“Still, when you think about it, they truly are a fearsome group,” Algrio remarked, the genial mask of a kindly old noble firmly in place. “I hear that even in the capital, one of their female executives cleared away a great deal of rubble with one hand free.”

Joshua’s small mistake lay precisely here.

She reminded Algrio of who he was: the head of the Hopleys family, the greatest noble house in the Kingdom of Limia.

A lineage that had stood shoulder to shoulder with the royal family for generations. A house that was, in many ways, Limia’s living history.

“Yes. Thanks to that, it seems the restoration will be completed far sooner than expected,” Joshua replied carefully. “Which is precisely why Limia, as a nation, has no desire to be at odds with them.”

“Quite right. And on top of that, they’re even contributing to the treatment of my foolish son, despite his role in orchestrating the attempted assassinations.”

“…”

“To respond with nothing more than a secondhand message of thanks would be terribly discourteous to them.”

“They’re a foreign trading company,” Joshua said after a pause. “They’re not especially particular about formal etiquette.”

“Oh no, no!” Algrio said with a dismissive wave. “Precisely because I’m an old man who’s already chosen retirement. To apologize properly, and to offer my thanks in person, that is the true etiquette of a noble.”

“Pardon?”

“I hear they’ll be passing through my territory as soon as tomorrow,” Algrio continued smoothly. “This Algrio Hopleys intends to extend the fullest hospitality to the Kuzunoha Company and to prostrate myself, if need be, to atone for my past discourtesies. You have no objection, I trust, Prince Joshua? After all, you yourself just stated that maintaining good relations with them is a matter of national importance.”

“Lord Hopleys, you—”

“Rest assured, there will be no hostility, no obstruction,” Algrio cut in cheerfully. “That said, I would ask that you refrain from attending. If these are individuals whom the royal family treasures so dearly, then it’s only natural that House Hopleys, too, should receive them as honored guests. I merely came to that realization, albeit somewhat belatedly. Ah, how the mind dulls with age. Truly, I must say that passing the family headship to Oswald has come at precisely the right time. Hah! Hah! Hah!”

“Please,” Joshua said tightly, “ensure that you do nothing that would inconvenience them.”

“Haha. Leave it to me.”

For a fleeting instant, bitterness surfaced on Joshua’s face, only to be immediately concealed beneath a courteous smile as she rose from her seat.

Algrio rose as well, wearing a smile no less polished, to see the prince off.

※※※



“Good work, Joshua.,” Hibiki congratulated the prince.

She was waiting in a nearby room when Joshua returned from her meeting with Algrio.

“Thanks. I’m exhausted,” Joshua admitted. “But the Hopleys family has agreed to proceed with a transfer of headship. That alone should put a major crack in the faction of nobles clinging to the old ways.”

“No noble with any sense would openly oppose the will of the crown now that so many houses have aligned with it,” Hibiki replied coolly. “If we keep a close eye on outside interference, their influence will erode on its own.”

The usual reverence Hibiki showed toward the prince was nowhere to be found. The air between them had shifted: less ruler and vassal, more close friends and comrades.

“Quite a few houses will be passing to heirs influenced by your ideals, Hibiki,” Joshua said with a faint smile. “Things should move much more smoothly from here.”

“So,” Hibiki asked, folding her arms, “how was the old man?” Joshua fell silent for a moment.

“Joshua?” Hibiki asked, puzzled.

“We didn’t actually have to play as many cards as I expected,” the prince said at last. “The evidence of his wrongdoing against the Kuzunoha Company, the fact that his eldest son, Oswald, is in critical condition, the condition that the company will be involved in his treatment so there’s no more interference, and, of course, the fact that I’m a woman. That’s about all I revealed.”

“Wouldn’t it have been better to press him with the illegal accumulation of wealth instead of your secret?”

“He forced my hand by bringing it up himself. And exposing it wouldn’t benefit Limia. Besides, he wouldn’t have escaped unscathed either.”

“Still,” Hibiki muttered with a sigh, “that old man really should step down already. Talking without even realizing what isn’t a bargaining chip.”

“I think he understood it, on some level,” Joshua said thoughtfully. “I just pushed him into a situation where he had no other choice. I may have been on a bit of a roll. Hinting that we’d already crushed a good number of nobles with… thick purses probably helped too. All in all, the outcome was almost exactly as expected.”

“Almost?”

“As you’d expect of a great noble. He seems to be plotting something still. He accepted defeat, agreed to retire, and wore that refreshed, enlightened expression; yet, there’s clearly more going on beneath the surface.”

“An old fox, huh. That’s troublesome.”

“Tomorrow, when Kuzunoha passes through here, he intends to stop them,” Joshua continued. “He says he wants to apologize for the whole affair and offer them his hospitality. Since they’re treated as honored guests by the royal family, Hopleys should follow suit, or so his reasoning goes. Apparently, he wants to apologize directly for his many discourtesies.”

“W-wait, that’s bad,” Hibiki said suddenly. “If he provokes them the wrong way, this could spiral into something far worse than the war with the demons.”

“He specifically requested that we not be present.”

“What?! That’s incredibly suspicious!”

“According to him, it’s because he plans to make a very public dogeza and would be too embarrassed to do so in front of us,” Joshua said flatly.

“D–dogeza?! You know what, forget what I said earlier. That old man isn’t just troublesome, he’s a nightmare.”

“Fox” was just the right word for Algrio. He had managed to tidy everything up neatly, arming himself with excuses Joshua and Hibiki couldn’t easily refuse, all so he could meet the Kuzunoha party without them present.

For now, reading his true intentions was all but impossible, but neither the prince nor the Hero believed the flow of events favored them.

“Exactly,” Joshua agreed quietly. “I intended to corner him while he was still agitated. Instead, he shifted straight into a supple, conciliatory stance. That alone makes it impossible to let our guard down. It felt like he was declaring, without actually saying it, that he intends to keep writhing until the very end.”

“What a pain,” Hibiki muttered. “Leaving him that escape route with his eldest son really was the right call.”

Joshua nodded at that.

“If Hopleys had lost even one more son, the result would have been true mutual destruction between him and me—dragging the entire country into utter chaos.”

“I did briefly consider letting Oswald die right there and then, and playing the long game until the old man kicked the bucket,” Hibiki admitted frankly. “But for a noble at Hopleys’s level, he’s probably scattered his seed all over the place. Between relatives and illegitimate lines, heirs would keep popping up endlessly. That’s why I decided it’d be better to save the eldest son and bind him with a sense of obligation.”

“That was absolutely the right call. He was obsessively attached to having a direct heir succeed him. Passing the house to relatives would have left nothing but lingering resentment and instability.”

“And then some mistress’s kid would pop up, and everything would explode, right?” Hibiki added jokingly.

Joshua shook her head.

“That underestimates Algrio Hopleys,” she replied. “It’s true he’s had many mistresses, and many children of his blood.”

“Wow, hearing that actually makes my opinion of him drop even further,” Hibiki said flatly. “I feel like I was overestimating him.”

“Even so, that much is common knowledge. The only children he ever acknowledged as legitimate heirs were the late Ilmgand, and Oswald, who served on the battlefield. Whenever a mistress bore a child, he paid her an excessively generous severance and discarded her without delay.” Hibiki didn’t say anything, but the faint tension in her expression made it clear she didn’t consider discarding mistresses one after another to be praiseworthy behavior. Plus, she didn’t like the way Joshua spoke of Algrio’s cold-hearted conduct, as though it was of no consequence.

“Later, some of the discarded children tried to use their blood ties as leverage to worm their way into the Hopleys family,” Joshua went on. “Algrio had every single one of them eliminated, mother and child alike. To him, indulgence was indulgence. The heir must be of unquestionable blood. He let his mistresses bear children, but never allowed them to involve themselves with the house or harbor excessive ambition.”

“You’d think he’d simply refrain from such indulgences in the first place,” Hibiki said with a shrug. “Still, I get it now. When it comes to protecting the Hopleys house, he’s utterly uncompromising. From my perspective, it borders on a pathological obsession with bloodlines.”

“Good and bad, he is a noble,” Joshua replied. “He’s a tolerant lord to his obedient subjects, and he doesn’t often resort to outright lawlessness. In years of poor harvests, he cuts taxes or grants payment extensions. When the population grows, he spends his own money to open new farmland or create work for them.”

“Provided, of course, that the taxes he’s supposed to remit to the crown are underreported. And that the money he ‘spends’ ultimately comes from the people anyway. Everything in service of lining his own pockets.”

“Which is why I said, good and bad. In practical terms, it’s impossible for the royal family and its officials to govern Limia’s vast territories alone. In fact, among the many prosperous noble domains, Hopleys lands are widely regarded as especially livable. And Lord Hopleys is praised as a capable ruler.”

With such a glowing reputation, the Hopleys domain attracted many migrants, and few ever wished to leave.

So long as the populace remained compliant, Algrio ensured they were rewarded with a certain degree of benevolent governance.

Of course, as Hibiki saw it, the difference was merely whether the exploitation was blatant or cleverly concealed.

Even so, in lands under Hopleys rule, the reputation of the Kuzunoha Company was poor.

Rumors circulated freely about the company, each embellished with various flourishes. In every story, the company was cast as the villain, and Hopleys as the paragon of virtue.

To the common people, their lord was not a problem; on the contrary, he was a benevolent ruler who looked after them. A man like Algrio could never be the villain.

Besides, even if he engaged in corruption and underreported his taxes, the absolute amount he paid to the crown still exceeded that of any other domain. Under such circumstances, it was only natural that many nobles and commoners alike would look unfavorably upon a trading company that stood in opposition to Hopleys, even if that company had been invited by the royal family itself.

Hibiki and Joshua chose to use that reality as a weapon to shatter the aristocratic supremacist mindset that had long festered throughout Limia.

Starting with the attack on Raidou, they painstakingly identified every individual who had taken hostile action against the Kuzunoha Company during its delegates’ stay in the kingdom. Those names were then paired with the extensive evidence of corruption they had already accumulated, and one noble after another was quietly sunk.

To put it bluntly, they used the Kuzunoha Company as bait.

With assistance from Lime Latte, the company’s information broker, the plan progressed smoothly and produced substantial results. Hibiki convinced Lime that retaliation for the assassination attempt and other hostilities was assured, and Lime himself harbored deep-seated anger over those antagonistic moves. Confident that cooperating would not harm the company, he lent his full support.

Raidou remained blissfully unaware that any ill intent had ever been directed his way. He simply watched Limia’s reconstruction at a leisurely pace, mildly concerned about the collapse of the shrine maiden from Lorel, while casually tuning out business discussions as they came and went.

His attendant Mio sensed something vaguely suspicious, but she refrained from any proactive moves, limiting herself to brushing away whatever sparks flew their way. She had another objective in mind: to make Raidou understand that Hibiki was fundamentally incompatible with him. As a bonus, she also intended to send a clear warning to Limia, one of humanity’s great powers, by demonstrating the true strength of Raidou and his company.

“Even so,” Hibiki murmured, “putting him in our debt by saving the eldest son probably won’t be enough to entangle the Hopleys family completely. Looks like we still have to brace ourselves for a drawn-out struggle.”

She recalled the Hopleys heir she’d saved from the brink of death on the battlefield: a man fiercely loyal to his father, and strikingly mature for his age. Even if he succeeded Algrio as head of the house, Hibiki was certain the old man’s influence would remain strong.

The headaches weren’t going away anytime soon.

That said, thanks to the Kuzunoha Company, the situation had advanced considerably. Viewed as a whole, it was a net positive.

Still, there was no room for complacency.

With that, Hibiki steeled herself and shifted her focus forward.

“Leaving him as nothing more than Lord Hopleys’s puppet won’t mean much, even if the headship changes,” Joshua said quietly. “Which is why…”

“?”

Hibiki had been about to nod in agreement, but the way Joshua trailed off made her frown in suspicion.

“I’ve decided to make him change.”

“You have? And how exactly do you plan to do that?”

“As has always been the case,” Joshua replied without hesitation, “men are changed by women.”

“I think that’s less ancient wisdom and more consuming too much fiction.”

Joshua met her exasperation with a perfectly serious expression.

“Is it? I’ll admit I’m getting on in years myself, but I genuinely believe it’s an effective method. At the very least, it’s well worth trying.”

“I don’t think it’ll hurt us to try, but…”

“Right now, he’s staring at the loss of his right arm and his emaciated body, drowning in despair,” Joshua continued calmly. “There’s an old saying that the best time to break a man is when his heart is wounded.”

“You’re planning to act immediately?”

It was a ruthless strategy; preying on someone’s vulnerability. But Hibiki deliberately avoided challenging that aspect and focused on the timing instead. She agreed that while he was still undergoing treatment, that window was likely the most effective.

“I’ve already started,” Joshua said. “Every nurse attending him is a young woman from a respectable house, each one competent and experienced. I also looked into his past relationships and selected about six candidates whose appearance and age align with his preferences.”

Hibiki was left speechless by how far along the plan already was.

She’d vaguely considered visiting Oswald herself, hoping he might show some understanding of her ideals. But now, she was profoundly glad she hadn’t. Quietly, she let out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding.

If she’d gone, she might have ended up getting in Joshua’s way instead.

“In the end, it seems the only damage we truly can’t do anything about is his arm,” Joshua continued matter-of-factly. “With six women handling his treatment and care, once his legs recover and his body can move normally again, don’t you think he’ll end up laying hands on someone?”

“So, the arm really is a lost cause,” Hibiki sighed. “But Joshua, even if he does make a move on one of the girls nursing him, the chances of that turning into a serious relationship, let alone marriage, are pretty low, aren’t they? If you want to change him, I’d think you’d need something far deeper than that.”

When Hibiki had saved Oswald on the battlefield, his right arm had already been rotted through, the poison spreading aggressively through his body. Both legs had been on the verge of tearing off entirely; from all appearances, he was far beyond saving.

That he had survived at all owed a great deal to sheer luck.

Hibiki had amputated his right arm on the spot, performed only the bare minimum of emergency treatment, and brought the severed limb back with them.

If anything, the fact that his nearly severed legs had been restored was a testament to the desperate efforts of the healing mages who’d poured everything they had into the treatment.

“If those six manage to win him over, all the better,” Joshua said coolly. “And even if he merely toys with them and moves on, I’ve prepared a true contender.”

“A true contender?”

“Officially, I introduced her as a top-class healing mage. In reality, she’s the number-one candidate to become his wife.”

“Not Chiya-chan,” Hibiki joked.

“If we did that, it wouldn’t just spark diplomatic issues with Lorel,” Joshua said dryly. “It would escalate straight into war.”

“Okay, good. Then she’s not someone I know?”

“No. She’s the second daughter of a house slightly below Hopleys in status. Divorced once. No children.”

“Is that actually his type?”

“Married women, widows, he’s never been picky. That said, he seems to have a rare preference for older women.”

“Figures. Limian nobles tend to think a woman’s value drops off a cliff once she’s past her teens. Even though that’s when women are just getting started. Idiots, the lot of them. So, that second daughter must be pretty desperate too, huh?”

“She’s already twenty-three,” Joshua replied. “I imagine the pressure’s immense. Apparently, she hasn’t had a single marriage proposal in the past year, so when we presented the offer, she leaped at it. Considering the match is with House Hopleys, neither she nor her parents had any objections. They accepted on the spot; no, they practically begged for it.”

“I hope it works out,” Hibiki murmured.

“We’ll be providing both staging and support. I think the odds are favorable.”

“Hm…”

Even so, Hibiki couldn’t help but feel it was a weak play.

In Limia, a woman of twenty-three with a divorce on her record was considered to have lost much of her value. Winning over the man himself might be possible, but persuading his parents was another matter entirely. By any reasonable measure, the chances were slim.

“Well, she herself is motivated,” Joshua continued, “and she’ll be devotedly treating his missing right arm and restoring it. That alone should leave a powerful impression. On top of that, her age aligns with his tastes, and her family status poses no problem. Even in the worst case, I believe she could secure a position as a concubine, or at least as a favored mistress.”

“Wait,” Hibiki said sharply. “Restoring his arm? You said before that that wasn’t possible.”

“It’s impossible for us,” Joshua clarified. “But I had a talk with Raidou—don’t worry, I didn’t mention House Hopleys—and he said quite casually that regrowing an arm would be easy enough.”

“Oh, that’s why you mentioned using Kuzunoha for the treatment earlier. But regrowing an arm from that shoulder wound? The one that’s turned all purplish-black?”

“He offered to send Mio right over and handle it with magic, but if we allowed that, it would be obvious to anyone watching that House Hopleys was involved. So, I declined. When I asked whether a treatment centered on medicine would suffice, he said that would be no problem either. Naturally, given the nature of the item, it was expensive, but we purchased it. Once she has fully mastered its use, we’ll send her in to heal his arm.”

That said, the recipient of this miracle medicine was House Hopleys, the very family that had obstructed the Kuzunoha Company in Rotsgard and even dispatched assassins against them. Joshua couldn’t help but think that if Raidou knew the truth, even he might refuse.

“Medicine,” Hibiki repeated quietly. “To regrow an arm…”

“Tablets and an ointment,” Joshua replied. “It still needs magical assistance, but the technology itself is absurd. Convenient for us right now, though troublesome in other ways.”

“So, something like that could be spread all over the world,” Hibiki muttered. She wore a conflicted expression as she realized how simultaneously beneficial and dangerous such a development could be.

“If everything goes according to plan, and Oswald marries one of the seven while taking several others as concubines or lovers, things will become much easier to manage,” Joshua said calmly. “They’re all girls who understand what’s being asked of them.”

As she spoke, Joshua recalled one of the options she had originally considered and allowed herself a wry smile.

To be honest, she thought, my preferred move would have been to formally acknowledge Algrio’s illegitimate daughter, Abelia, and bring her in as Abelia Hopleys. Replace not just the head but the entire body, so to speak. If someone with no prior ties within the kingdom became the head, we could stock the household with vassals aligned entirely with my will and Hibiki’s. But she’s connected to the Kuzunoha Company. Well, no, more precisely, she’s his student. Too many uncontrollable variables. I had no choice but to abandon that path. Cooperation from the company would have been ideal, but if we offended them and drove them to favor another nation, everything would collapse.

After a brief silence, Hibiki spoke.

“You know, I honestly think you’d make a perfectly fine king. Or queen, for that matter. Why not just become Queen Joshua? If Belda has a problem with it, I’ll talk him into it.”

“Please don’t joke about that,” Joshua replied at once. “I’m not fit to be king. A ruler needs a powerful charisma, something that draws people in. The bigger the nation, the more important that becomes. More than personal administrative skill, the throne should belong to someone the people and their vassals want to carry as a symbol. Capable administrators and tacticians can always be selected with care.”

“So, being someone people want to carry; that’s what makes a king,” Hibiki mused. “Still, a queen would leave a strong impression. I think that alone counts as a qualification.”

“That would only be novelty. Belda has a charm that makes people want to help him, to support him. And the person who surpasses even that charm, while also possessing practical ability, is you, Hibiki.”

“I don’t have royal blood. Disqualified from the start.”

“There is a method. It requires one extra step, but it’s feasible. Honestly, that would be the ideal outcome. If Limia were to welcome a queen, it should be you, not me.”

“Hello? My dependable, brilliant friend and partner is suggesting I marry her little brother. What do I do?”

“I sincerely hope you’ll accept. I’ll make sure the path is paved wide open for you. And after that, I’ll watch from afar.”

“Please, spare me.”

In a kingdom still riddled with unresolved issues, the reformist faction led by Hibiki was steadily gaining strength as the royal capital was reconstructed.

Unfortunately, House Hopleys had not ceased its quiet stirrings.

The road ahead remained unclear.
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As the representative of the Kuzunoha Company visiting the Kingdom of Limia, I—Makoto Misumi—had now arrived in Hopleys territory, which lay at the southern edge of the kingdom.

We’d stopped here once already on the way in, so this made it our second visit.

When we took our leave of the royal capital, a full formation of knights lined up in front of the castle to see us off. Just imagining myself trudging toward the border for several days with a stiff, pride-riddled procession like that clinging to us made my head ache.

What kind of torture is that supposed to be?

“Out of the way. If you have this many people to spare, you should put them to work rebuilding the city.”

Thanks to Mio delivering that verbal roundhouse kick, it looked like we could politely decline the escort. Unfortunately, our hosts, Hibiki and Prince Joshua, weren’t so easily convinced.

They insisted that having absolutely no one accompany us “would be improper,” and so they attached two attendants to our group: Chiya, the shrine maiden, and a young noble from House Yuneshti.

Apparently, they were both assigned with full consent and could be used however we liked, but with the caveat that Chiya, strictly speaking, was an important figure from Lorel, so we were asked to exercise proper restraint.

Even without being told, there was no way I could treat her casually. And the other one was a noble, too. “Use them however you like,” my foot. I couldn’t relax at all. If ever there were a textbook example of well-meaning nuisance, this was it.

Still, now that we’d made it this far, the journey was basically over.

Once we crossed out of Limia, we planned to reach a city with a teleportation circle, warp immediately, and then head straight back to the Demiplane.

Somehow, the air in Hopleys territory felt tense, sharp and uncomfortable.

It felt the same way when we first passed through, so it wasn’t exactly a surprise.

After all, House Hopleys wasn’t exactly free of bad blood with us, not after the whole Ilmgand incident. Even in the capital, I’d never really spoken with the head of the family. I knew rumors were circulating that my company was involved in the death of their second son, but that wasn’t the sort of thing that could be wiped away in a day or two.

Lost in those thoughts as our carriage rattled along, I was interrupted when Chiya let out a strange, almost yelping sound.

“Huh?”

Thinking back on it, that was probably the most unguarded, genuine sound she’d made the entire time she’d been traveling with us.

I followed her gaze out the window.

At the gate of the first town within Hopleys territory, a single elderly man stood alone.

“Raidou-dono, representative of the Kuzunoha Company. Along with Mio-dono and Lime-dono, if I am not mistaken. Allow me to formally introduce myself. I am Algrio Hopleys, lord of these lands. I have been awaiting your arrival to offer my apologies for the discourtesies born of a regrettable misunderstanding.”

Behind him, a crowd of townsfolk and knights had gathered, watching in silence.

Despite the presence of all those onlookers, the man who named himself the lord of the territory bent deeply at the waist and lowered his head in a full bow.
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The shrine maiden had been completely caught off guard. Frozen solid would be putting it mildly.

The other noble traveling with us, Joy Yuneshti, hurriedly dismounted his horse and bowed even deeper than the lord who had already bent low before us. No, deeper wasn’t quite right. He’d practically dropped into what could only be described as a dogeza, locking up in that position.

For my part, running into Lord Hopleys here was entirely unexpected. I’d assumed I’d never see the man again.

Still, pretending nothing was happening wasn’t an option.

I stepped down from the carriage first, knelt, and lowered my head in return. Mio and Lime followed my lead, offering a quiet, proper show of respect.

“We do not seek apologies of that nature from a great noble such as yourself, Algrio Hopleys-sama. To thoroughly verify every rumor and fragment of information circulating within your domain, so far from Rotsgard, would be an extraordinary task for anyone. Please, don’t trouble yourself over it.”

That should be acceptable, right?

Limian etiquette was so convoluted I couldn’t tell up from down. They even had official posts dedicated solely to teaching manners—and nobles who made a living off that alone, apparently.

It was completely ridiculous.

Maybe that’s what happens when a hyuman nation is blessed with one of the richest territories around: they start pouring energy into things that don’t matter. If I had to name the most exasperating part of Limia, that would probably be it.

“Will you forgive my foolish actions?” Algrio asked without lifting his head.

“Of course. We weren’t involved in your son’s death. That said, it’s also true that we may have been in a position to save him. His Majesty, the prince, yourself, and the safety of foreign guests were my top priorities. That choice was mine alone.”

“I thank you from the bottom of my heart for accepting my apology so generously,” Algrio said. “Just recently, I had the opportunity to meet with Joshua-sama and Hibiki-sama here in my domain. The Kuzunoha Company was also discussed at length during that meeting. Truly, blinded by personal feelings, I failed to grasp the essence of the matter and judged you all through clouded eyes. Even if you have granted me forgiveness, this is not something I can simply let end here. I beg you, grant me at least this small chance to atone by allowing me to offer you my hospitality.”

The way he pressed the issue, lowering himself this far, was anything but normal.

Mio and Lime mirrored my bow, but while they kept their heads lowered, they made no effort to hide the palpable aura of suspicion radiating from them.

Meanwhile, perhaps because Lord Hopleys’s attitude was so utterly unexpected, the shrine maiden’s face had gone stiff, her eyes screaming, Who is this person supposed to be?

In stark contrast to the wary reactions around him, Joy was trembling from head to toe. Watching him was enough for me to grasp just how overwhelming House Hopleys’s presence was in this country.

“I hear that Mio-dono is quite the accomplished cook,” Algrio continued smoothly. “You see, Limian cuisine differs greatly between the north and the south. I would be delighted if you would take this opportunity to sample the very essence of southern Limia’s culinary traditions.”

Oh? Is that so?

Limian cuisine was remarkably elaborate, with multi-course meals and everything. If I had to compare it to something, it’d be close to French cooking.

The dishes we ate in the capital were outstanding, and even Mio was impressed.

If what we’d had before was northern style, then that meant we could look forward to southern flavors here in Hopleys territory. There weren’t many Limian restaurants back in Tsige, so this really was a rare opportunity.

Mio herself seemed a little restless now, too. And since we weren’t in any particular hurry, accepting the invitation didn’t sound like a bad idea.

“To come at us through the stomach, that’s truly impressive, Algrio-sama,” I said lightly. “In fact, one of the Kuzunoha Company’s weaknesses is that we can’t resist good food. Since you’ve gone to such lengths, we would be happy to accept your invitation.”

Of course, I didn’t believe for a second that Algrio’s sudden about-face was simply a convenient change for our sake.

Still, the reason behind such a complete reversal from his previous stance intrigued me.

Rather than rejecting him outright and walking away, it seemed wiser to accept the invitation and learn at least a little about what was going on behind the scenes. That knowledge could prove useful later.

“Haha. A noble’s information network does come in handy from time to time,” Algrio said with a satisfied chuckle. “There are matters I would like to discuss at leisure as well. Shrine Maiden–dono, and the young head of House Yuneshti, you’re welcome to join us. I shall guide you to my estate. We’ll make use of teleportation from here; it will be far more convenient.”

At a subtle gesture from Algrio, knights and what appeared to be servants moved in around us with practiced precision, efficiently confirming details one after another.

They took charge of the carriages, while we were personally escorted by Algrio himself to a teleportation circle. In a display of sheer extravagance, all of us were then transferred at once to what I assumed was the Hopleys family’s main residence and primary estate.

Although we’d accepted the invitation, Joy and Chiya were both clearly on edge, muttering under their breath.

“To think Algrio-sama would behave like this… How much has leaked, and how far? What on earth is going to happen to me now?”

“I don’t believe it. A man that old doesn’t just suddenly mend his ways overnight. There’s no way; he has to be planning something awful!”

…

Yeah. That settles it.

Even if the Algrio we’re seeing now isn’t the complete Algrio (and of course it isn’t), his usual conduct and reputation are well known. Judging from Joy and Chiya’s reactions, when he suddenly starts playing the benevolent host, it’s a bad omen. Something unpleasant always follows.

And Joy, in particular, just said something I can’t ignore.

Any faint hope that this was Algrio’s true nature vanished instantly.

“Joy, when you say how much has leaked, what exactly do you mean? Do you have some kind of history with House Hopleys?”

Since he was a noble Joshua had attached to us, I’d assumed he was harmless from a factional standpoint.

He belonged to Prince Joshua’s and Hibiki-senpai’s reformist camp, after all. Maybe that alone put him at odds with a powerhouse like House Hopleys?

“Ah, well, you see…”

Oh. There is something, then.

“From talking with you along the way,” I said, “I had the impression that House Yuneshti wasn’t particularly caught up in power struggles, and that you served at court rather peacefully?”

“Th-that’s… I’m sorry. The truth is, I have a twin sister.”

The sudden turn toward family matters made me tilt my head in confusion.

“Your sister?”

If I remembered correctly, Joy had said he was twenty-three, married, and already the head of his house.

So, he was the lord of the family.

My honest impression was that he didn’t quite feel like a head of house yet. More like a slightly older literary youth; slender, gentle-looking, someone who fit a noble’s son better than a noble lord.

“Unlike me, she has a high aptitude for healing magic,” Joy continued. “And through her own efforts, she’s become a highly capable practitioner as well. However, she was recently divorced.”

“I see. My condolences.”

Divorce.

Yeah—rikon.1 I didn’t know the exact mechanics of divorce among nobles, but I could tell without asking that it wasn’t exactly a positive mark.

“No, it’s quite all right. After returning home, my sister was contacted by Prince Joshua. Her healing abilities were what drew his attention. And during that time, he mentioned that the Kuzunoha Company had provided her with a secret medicine. I intended to express my thanks to you directly for that opportunity, but circumstances never allowed it, and now we’re here. I truly apologize for that.”

Secret medicine. Prince Joshua.

Ah, right.

Now it clicked.

I had been asked about regenerating an arm that had been so thoroughly poisoned it needed to be amputated. Since Mio could handle both neutralizing the toxin and regrowing the limb, I’d suggested bringing the patient to us. But for some reason, that proposal had been declined.

Instead, they asked whether there was a medicine that a highly skilled healer could use.

And yeah. I’d handed something over.

I said that anyone who graduated from the academy with respectable results should be able to manage it.

So, the healer in question was Joy’s twin sister.

Which also explained why Joy himself had been assigned to us as both escort and send-off.

Thinking back, it did feel a little odd for Prince Joshua and Hibiki to pick him specifically.

“Oh, that medicine,” I said. “Did the treatment go well? Wait, no. Even so, that doesn’t really have anything to do with House Hopleys, does it?”

“The treatment is proceeding smoothly,” Joy said. “My sister was stunned by how effective the medicine was. And by how precise the treatment instructions were. Her letters are, well, more than half of each one boils down to Whatever you do, don’t ever lose your connection to this trading company.” He gave a weak laugh.

Even for a family head, I suppose having a twin sister changes things.

Older sisters are terrifying, after all.

“And as for how this connects to House Hopleys…” Joy hesitated, then continued. “The critically injured patient who was brought to the castle is Oswald Hopleys-sama, the eldest son. For his treatment, young women from good and prestigious families have been carefully selected to provide intensive care.”

“Ah. I get it now,” Chiya said quietly. “That’s why you were shaking like that, Joy.”

“It’s embarrassing, but yes,” Joy admitted, scratching his head.

I didn’t get it at all.

I understood that with the second son gone, the eldest was immensely important to Algrio. That much was obvious. But why would a member of House Yuneshti, someone involved in the treatment, be so afraid?

Shouldn’t he be thanked for this?

“So, what do you mean by ‘that’s why’?” I asked.

“I think Joshua-sama has deliberately assigned women who align with their faction to nurse Oswald-sama while he’s vulnerable,” Chiya answered.

“I see.”

Chiya turned her gaze to Joy.

“The next head of House Hopleys will be Oswald. But he respects his father deeply. If things stay as they are, even after the succession, he’ll just end up continuing the political struggle as Algrio-sama’s puppet. So, the plan is to flip Oswald to their side, or at least ensure he’s no longer under his father’s thumb. They’re trying to ensnare him.”

“You’re frighteningly perceptive, Shrine Maiden–sama,” Joy said with a rueful smile. “That’s exactly right. Prince Joshua has promised that if my sister succeeds in winning over Oswald-sama, he will fully support a marriage between them. I imagine similar assurances have been made to the other women selected for his care as well.”

Joshua is terrifying.

So, that’s the plan: surround an injured, weakened man with noble nurses and healers, and then steer him into marriage.

Marrying into a great noble house would, of course, be seen as a highly desirable outcome here.

With the royal family backing her, it was an offer no one in their right mind would refuse.

Purely as personal speculation, Joy’s divorced twin sister—back home after her marriage had fallen apart—was probably desperate on the inside.

“So, from Lord Hopleys’s point of view,” I said slowly, “House Yuneshti could end up being treated as an obstacle for cooperating with Prince Joshua?”

“No noble survives being singled out by him,” Joy replied without hesitation. “To be perfectly honest, I was already terrified. And then to have the lord himself come out to greet us and offer hospitality… I don’t even feel alive anymore.”

The eldest son was gravely injured.

If our medicine were used, he’d recover. That much was certain.

Algrio didn’t know that yet. Or at least, he shouldn’t.

Which meant that wasn’t the reason behind his sudden personality flip.

Man. The thoughts of a high noble really are impossible to read.

Chiya was impressive. Truly mature beyond her years.

She followed political discussions naturally, without hesitation. Even her decision to accompany us now, as an apology for collapsing in front of me earlier, spoke to that. Maybe being raised as a shrine maiden—a living symbol of a nation—had shaped her like this.

Being the embodiment of a country from such a young age?

That was a world no ordinary person could ever understand.

Yeah. She really is Chiya-san.

No “-chan” for her. Definitely “-san.”

“The eldest son’s treatment. Prince Joshua’s meeting. Hibiki-senpai’s vision for reform…” I murmured.

Those were the biggest pieces on the board right now.

Lime would surely gather all kinds of information in town. Mio had already been run ragged in the capital, but I wanted her to be able to focus purely on Limian cuisine here.

“In the end, it’s that ‘things I want to discuss at leisure’ line that matters most, isn’t it?” I sighed. “I just hope this ends up being a table where we can actually enjoy the food.”

“Please don’t let your guard down,” Chiya said seriously. “I’ve met all kinds of people in my position, but that man Algrio is a monster in every sense. A creature perfectly optimized for nobility, social maneuvering, and negotiation.”

“When you say that, Chiya-san, it carries terrifying weight,” I replied. “But I see. I’ll be careful.”

“I don’t know. I’m worried,” she muttered. “If Hibiki-oneechan were here, she’d say something reassuring. You’re both ‘Sages,’ but somehow it feels completely different.”

That quiet comment stabbed me right in the heart.

Hey, I get it, okay? Compared to Hibiki-senpai, of course, I seem unreliable.

Sure, we’re both otherworlders—Sages, as Chiya calls us—but please don’t lump me together with that superhuman. That’s just cruel.

That’s like comparing some brand-new mascot character to that world-famous mouse.

※※※



Spectacular.

No other word even came close to capturing it.

The vast hall had been transformed into a banquet of almost absurd splendor, every surface glittering with excess. Just as Algrio had promised, the tables were crammed with Limia’s finest dishes, as if daring the eye to keep up. It wasn’t only the food: the jewels and ornaments were ubiquitous, adorning every corner of the hall. The sheer opulence surpassed the reception I’d received in the royal capital. No, it eclipsed every banquet I’d ever experienced in my life.

Even Mio stood there, eyes wide in astonishment. Chiya, Joy, and Lime were no better, all three staring slack-jawed in stunned silence.

Incredible. So, this is what “full-on celebrity treatment” looks like.

Guided by a maid, we followed and spotted our assigned seats.

Beneath a massive noble crest mounted on the far wall was the seat of honor. The very top.

In Limia, this position was reserved for the individual of the highest status and standing. To the right hung what was probably the Hopleys family’s heraldic banner. And for some unfathomable reason, right beside it fluttered a flag bearing the shop emblem of our own Kuzunoha Company.

Even I could tell how wildly out of place that looked.

For the record, I had no memory of ever commissioning such a thing.

Which meant someone had gone out of their way to produce a banner emblazoned with our mark in this short amount of time? Just how much money had they thrown around, and who exactly had they strong-armed into making it happen?

There was one more banner, slightly smaller than the others. Probably the Yuneshti family’s.

I stole a glance at Joy, and sure enough, his face had gone deathly pale. Muttering something along the lines of “Even our family crest is hanging up there,” he looked ready to faint on the spot. That pretty much confirmed it.

While we stood there dumbfounded, Algrio began his address.

“Though this banquet has been prepared on short notice, and there may be imperfections, we have arranged this gathering as a token of our hospitality. To everyone from the Kuzunoha Company, and to all your companions, please make yourselves at home without reservation. The Yuneshti family, who are devoting themselves wholeheartedly to the treatment of my son, Oswald… and Chiya-sama, the shrine maiden of Lorel, who has supported the Hero who descended upon Limia beyond the boundaries of rank and station, our house has not yet had the opportunity to formally express our gratitude. If you all enjoy yourselves tonight, it would be our greatest pleasure.”

It took a highly skilled speaker to insert, as Algrio had, a genial warning to the Yuneshti family while also offering praise that subtly elevated Hibiki, whom Chiya so clearly adored. Overall, his words were polished and respectful, the kind of faultless address that paid proper homage to every guest present.

He even went so far as to promise that any unrest within the territory caused by misinformation would be swiftly dealt with. From our perspective, it was hospitality beyond reproach.

After just a few minutes, the speech concluded, and with that, the banquet began: an extravagant gathering shared between House Hopleys, influential figures of the domain, renowned personalities and artists, and us.

Judging from Joy and Chiya’s reactions, it seemed an impressive lineup of guests had gathered here tonight.

I let Mio indulge freely in the food, and encouraged Lime to enjoy himself however he pleased. For now, this was a genuinely warm welcome and a pleasant, relaxed meal.

Algrio mentioned that this was South Limia cuisine. And sure enough, even though the ingredients were the same as what I’d eaten in the royal capital, the seasoning and preparation were noticeably different. There were fewer stews overall, with a heavier focus on fried dishes. Surprisingly, there were also quite a few meals that made use of preserved meats like ham and bacon.

As for vegetables, both regions used similar varieties.

That said, there were quite a few ingredients unique to this area.

Despite all being categorized as Limia cuisine, the differences gave it an entirely new face. It looked like something worth savoring slowly, one dish at a time.

As I surveyed the spread, Algrio approached me, clearly in high spirits.

“Ah, Raidou-dono. Are you enjoying yourself? I hear you hail from Tsige, at the very Edge of the World. I’ve instructed all attendees to show no discourtesy toward the members of the Kuzunoha Company, but should anything offend you, I hope you will forgive us. If only we’d had a little more time to prepare…”

“I’m enjoying it immensely,” I assured him. “By the way, do the knights of the Hopleys domain also practice dance?”

“You noticed the performance earlier? In some noble territories, it’s taught as a refinement. When important guests are present, it’s customary to present it. Something of a formal ritual, you could say.”

“It was quite a sight. Still, Algrio-sama, when you treat someone like me with such formality, it makes me feel a bit awkward. I would appreciate it if you spoke to me as you normally would.”

Being addressed with such politeness by this man was honestly exhausting.

The pressure was intense.

Not so much from him directly, but from everyone around us. I could practically feel the glares. How dare this merchant-looking nobody make our lord speak like that? was the vibe hanging thick in the air.

It was obvious just how influential the Hopleys family was within Limia. And from the way the people of the domain looked at Algrio, it was clear he governed in a way that inspired genuine goodwill among his citizens.

If rumors spread that we’d taken his family from him, of course, people would turn against us.

“Hm, I don’t believe I was forcing myself,” Algrio said after a moment, stroking his chin. “But if my hospitality only serves to make you tense, then it rather defeats the purpose. In that case, would it be acceptable if I spoke to you as I did when we talked previously?”

“Yes. It puts me at ease,” I replied.

“Is that so? Still,” Algrio said thoughtfully, “after speaking with Joshua-sama as well, I’ve come to realize just how many people rely on you. When I looked into it anew, the achievements of the Kuzunoha Company were too numerous to count. For having viewed you through such a narrow, biased lens until now, I offer my sincerest apologies.”

“That’s already in the past. You’ve apologized more than enough as it is.”

Ilmgand had certainly been troublesome, but he was long gone.

As a father who had lost his son before his very eyes, it was only natural that he’d want someone to hate. The fact that the target had been us was painful, but still, if this was understanding, even if only on the surface for now, then I felt it was a step forward.

“By the way,” Algrio continued, “I’ve heard that beyond the frontier city of Tsige lies the literal Edge of the World: a harsh land collectively known as the Wasteland.”

“Yes. Compared to bountiful Limia, it’s an environment most people would find unimaginable. Demi-humans, monsters, and adventurers venture into it, and some even make their homes there.”

“I see. And within that land, is there not said to exist a mirage city? An illusory metropolis that appears and disappears?”

The Mirage City. That referred to the Demiplane city.

From time to time, it would invite adventurers who ventured into the Wasteland from Tsige, deliberately making its existence known. By now, materials, foodstuffs, and equipment brought back from the Mirage City had become something of a brand, enjoying considerable demand.

The original plan had been to circulate small amounts of Demiplane goods on the market, gradually familiarizing people with their value and making it easier for the Kuzunoha Company to conduct business.

So, why was this man bringing up the Mirage City?

Even with the Hopleys House’s influence, there was no way their reach extended as far as Tsige, a foreign city half a world away. I’d never once heard mention of the Hopleys name there.

For now, I gave the publicly accepted answer about the Mirage City.

“Yes, that’s correct. Adventurers are occasionally invited and sent back with souvenirs. I can’t say for certain that it exists, but many people do believe in it.”

“I see. Then the phantom city that appears in the Wasteland is a sign of good fortune, is it?”

Sent off with souvenirs, then returned.

Given my explanation, it really did sound like reaching the place required a fair bit of luck.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “In the end, it’s just the people who made it back who tell those stories. It’s possible that they were fortunate enough to return, while the city itself isn’t some symbol of good fortune at all.”

“So, you’re saying there may also be those who never returned?” Algrio frowned. “That’s a rather unromantic way of putting it.”

“When something isn’t clearly understood, it’s safer to be cautious. Even if someone were killed in that city, they wouldn’t be able to tell anyone about it. The only thing we can say for certain is that the items brought back from the Mirage City are guaranteed to hold a certain level of value.”

“I see. That is a very merchant-like conclusion.”

“More importantly,” I added, “why did the Mirage City come up in the first place?”

That was what really bothered me.

Unless you lived in Tsige, it wasn’t a topic that usually sparked much interest, and hearing it from a great noble who would likely never set foot in the Wasteland was unexpected, to say the least. There was no way I wasn’t going to be curious.

“Hm.” Algrio paused. “It’s not something I can boast about, so forgive me for saying this, but within my domain—no, within the Hopleys territory itself, there is something similar.”

“Huh?”

“A phantom city, if you will. Though for me, it’s nothing but a persistent headache. A monstrous embodiment that spreads death and disease. It bears no resemblance to your Mirage City. It’s a far more ominous thing.”

“A phantom city? Such a thing exists within Hopleys territory?”

Algrio’s bitter expression indicated the existence of this so-called phantom city.

Still, for a house like Hopleys, which surely possessed highly accurate maps of its lands, to label something as phantom felt like a rather dramatic choice of words.

“Yes. Back when the Hopleys family was far smaller than it is now, a large portion of the land granted to us by the royal family was… problematic, to put it mildly. Cursed land, rife with difficulty, with vast wetlands that were nearly impossible to develop. Even the act of granting us this territory came with considerable friction between our house and the crown at the time. To put it plainly…”

He exhaled quietly.

“…the land was dumped on us.”

Well.

“Here’s a vast tract of land. Sure, it’s a little problematic, but—” Or maybe, “It’s a tough piece of land, but you can handle it, right?”

Either way, being on the receiving end of that would be unbearable.

“Despite there being no great rivers, the ground itself seeps with water: endless marshland,” Algrio continued. “It was never suited for proper measurement or development, so for generations it was left untouched. Up through my great-grandfather’s time, that caused no real trouble. But then…”

“Something changed?” I prompted.

“Yes. Dense fog began to blanket the area, and flora, fauna, and magical beasts unseen before started to appear. On top of that, a strange illness spread throughout the surrounding regions.”

That was certainly a problem.

An ecosystem doesn’t just transform overnight for no reason. And if fog had begun to roll in persistently, that suggested changes to the natural environment itself. This didn’t feel like a simple case of monsters wandering in from elsewhere.

“How peculiar,” I murmured.

“Indeed. People stopped approaching the area altogether. Several villages were abandoned or forced to relocate. Most of the knights and adventurers we sent to investigate never returned. And those who did come back alive raved about nonsense. That there was a city within the fog. That a mansion housed vampires. Every last one of them had lost their sanity. To this day, the truth remains buried in darkness, unresolved. And so, the rumors spread that the wetlands hide a phantom city, a city of the dead.”

He let out a bitter breath.

“A pitiful affair, truly.”

“Fog, a sudden shift in the ecosystem, a city of the dead,” I recounted slowly. “Yes, that does sound like an extremely troublesome matter.”

For just a moment, the image of my retainer, Tomoe, surfaced in the back of my mind.

The existence of the Demiplane and the Mirage City owed a great deal to her power.

Still, this phenomenon began generations ago. The idea that Tomoe had come all the way to the Kingdom of Limia before ever meeting me, and caused something like this, was hard to imagine.

Even so, there were a surprising number of similarities to our Mirage City.

I see now. That must be why Algrio took such an interest in it.

That much, at least, made sense.

Algrio was staring straight at my face, his expression grave as he sank deep into thought.

“Algrio-sama?”

When I called out to him, he began murmuring, his face suddenly filled with understanding.

“…I see. Perhaps this, too, is an encounter arranged by the Goddess.”

I frowned. “I don’t believe the Goddess has anything to do with this. What do you mean?”

The moment her name came up, I could only sense trouble ahead. My instinct was to deny any connection to her outright. Annoyingly enough, considering my ties to Limia, it wasn’t entirely wrong either.

“Raidou-dono. If I may set aside my pride for a moment, there is something I wish to ask of you.”

“D-don’t tell me. That phantom city—”

You want me to investigate it?

Y-you’ve got to be joking.

“Yes. Would you investigate it for us? The land now called Limia’s last remaining unexplored frontier. If only to take a look. With your many accomplishments, as someone whom even Joshua-sama and Hibiki-sama place their trust in, and as one familiar with the unique environment of the Wasteland, you may be able to perceive something new.”

“I-I don’t know about that.”

“Resolving that land is a long-cherished wish of the Hopleys House. I’ll explain more later, but there are reasons we must act quickly. I beg you, could you at least allow me to explain the details?”

Once again, Algrio bowed deeply.

He was the host of this entire banquet, after all, and seeing him lower his head like this made me profoundly uncomfortable.

He really was a skilled negotiator.

“Very well,” I said at last. “I’ll listen to what you have to say. However, we are in the middle of our journey back to Tsige, so I can’t promise how much I’ll be able to accommodate.”

“Yes. That’s more than enough.” Algrio nodded gravely. “That place claims a number of lives every year. As a lord, I cannot justify repeatedly dispatching knights when the outcome is known to be futile. However, if a new approach, one that might be called a ray of hope, has appeared, then I wish to pursue it. This matter is directly tied to the lives and livelihoods of my people.”

Was that his true feeling, or merely an act?

I couldn’t quite tell. But I could tell that it wasn’t all lies.

He undoubtedly possessed the arrogance befitting a noble. But at the same time, he genuinely cared about the safety of his territory and the well-being of its people. From his predecessor, or perhaps his predecessor’s predecessor onward, they had clearly dispatched knights and adventurers multiple times in earnest attempts to investigate the area. Enough times to know the outcome wouldn’t change. And he had no intention of treating the knight order as disposable. He valued his subordinates properly.

Even if there were some ulterior motive mixed in, I couldn’t deny that it was admirable in its own way.

Perhaps I had underestimated Algrio just a little.

“Then, as for the details—” I began.

“Yes. Let us speak properly once you, the shrine maiden, and the head of the Yuneshti family are all gathered. I’ll have a private room readied immediately. Until then, would you indulge us by enjoying a bit more food, drink, music, and dance?”

“Of course.”

Mio looked like she had no intention of stopping anytime soon, so I decided to rejoin her and kill some time.

Lime, too, was eating and drinking with impressive efficiency.

Chiya was holding her own remarkably well amid a crowd of high-ranking nobles. Even Joy seemed perfectly at ease; either he was used to gatherings like this, or he simply hid it well.

An investigation of wetlands, huh.

Back in Japan, vast marshlands were often protected under things like the Ramsar Convention as vital habitats for migratory birds and other wildlife. In this world, though, they were treated as little more than a swampy nuisance.

Come to think of it, Maylis Lake and the White Desert were the same. Even within the territory of great nations, there didn’t seem to be anything like national parks: places where nature was deliberately preserved.

The volcanic regions in demon territory were largely untouched, too, but that felt more like neglect than protection.

Maybe nature was simply too abundant here for anyone to see its value.

When common sense changes, so do values.

I knew full well that I had no clear prospect of ever returning to Japan, and that staying stuck in this mental limbo wasn’t healthy. Even so, taking action was hard. Especially in areas where I wasn’t confident.

I spent the waiting time enjoying Limia’s cuisine with Mio, glossing over those thoughts as best I could.

※※※



After a short while, a messenger arrived and led Mio, Lime, and me into a private room.

Not long after, Chiya and Joy entered as well.

The moment she saw my face, Chiya spoke up.

“Raidou-sama.”

“You don’t need to add -sama, Chiya-san.”

“I believe I warned you to be wary of Algrio-sama,” she said sharply. “It wasn’t that long ago. Have you already forgotten?”

“I haven’t forgotten. I’m still being cautious; thoroughly so, in fact.”

“You’re being swept along at an alarming pace, aren’t you?!”

Come on, all he did was host a slightly extravagant apology banquet and invite us to a private room.

Now, if there were a massive bed waiting for me, beautiful women, copious alcohol, and some suspicious drugs on offer, even I would call that a textbook honey trap.

But he’d already explained the situation in broad strokes. I knew this wasn’t some meeting fueled by lust or private ambition.

Still, the fact that Chiya was this suspicious probably said more about Limian nobles than anything else.

By the numbers, the Kingdom of Limia was an extraordinarily capable superpower. When Hibiki was summoned here, I’d briefly thought, Wow, even luck’s on her side. But the reality seemed far removed from that ideal.

I could say this only because I was still alive, but maybe it was a blessing that I’d been dropped into the Wasteland instead of Limia.

A great nation where pride, money, land, and power were constantly locked in a full-force tug-of-war behind the scenes? No, thank you.

“No, I’m not being drawn in or anything,” I said. “It seems Lord Hopleys has some genuine troubles within his territory. He wants advice about that, apparently.”

For some reason, Chiya stared at me in stunned disbelief.

“Y-you’re serious? Raidou… san, you are cooperating with Hero Hibiki and Prince Joshua, aren’t you? And yet you’re willing to listen to the Hopleys family as well? That’s just—”

I tilted my head. “I’m not trying to signal any particular stance as the Kuzunoha Company. In wars or power struggles, we remain neutral. At least for now.”

“…”

Ouch.

That look clearly said, Is this guy for real?

I mean, at the very least, I have no intention of siding exclusively with the Kingdom of Limia.

I also have no intention of treating Limia as an enemy.

Lately, I’ve come to understand just how difficult that way of thinking is for others to accept.

For a while, I thought I had a clever idea that might neatly resolve the war between hyumans and demons, but it was practically shot down by my senpai.

Get three people together and factions form. Even someone like Hibiki could be swallowed by emotion.

And me? I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to keep myself out of all this forever.

This stuff is hard.

After a short pause, the door to the room opened quietly.

“My apologies for the wait.”

Algrio entered, bringing with him another man around his own age.

At the sight of him, Joy let out a small groan.

“That’s impossible. Lugh Embray? The major merchant?”

OK, this guy is a trader.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t met a single person in Limia who was both a noble and a merchant. Nor had I any dealings with him in the royal capital.

“Lugh is a merchant upon whom our house places great trust,” Algrio continued. “Within the Kingdom of Limia, he’s a notorious, unscrupulous merchant with a fair amount of influence.”

“Oh my, how cruel,” the newcomer replied smoothly. “Everyone, please just call me Lugh. I was told Algrio-sama had an urgent matter and came at once. After all, as everyone here knows, the Hopleys family is infamous throughout Limia as a den of corrupt nobles.”

The merchant bowed gracefully, his every movement refined.

Lugh, huh.

His friendly smile and gentle demeanor didn’t feel like something he’d been born with. It was almost certainly a polish acquired through many long years in trade. I felt the same air about him as I did from Rembrandt, the shrewd merchant back in Tsige.

Given Algrio’s introduction, the two of them must go back a long way.

There was no doubt he was a merchant of considerable ability if he was trusted by one of the most powerful noble houses in the country. I didn’t yet understand why he was present for a discussion about investigating wetlands, but I assumed that would be explained soon enough.

“I feel like going home. Right now.” Chiya muttered it so softly it almost slipped past unnoticed.

She might be too accustomed to abnormal worlds and extraordinary circumstances; her caution sometimes overshot the mark.

“Now then,” Algrio continued, unfazed, “tonight was originally meant to be an apology banquet. An apology for the unreasonable discourtesy my house inflicted upon the Kuzunoha Company. Representative Raidou-dono has graciously accepted that apology, and thus the gathering became one of celebration. Once again, I thank you, Raidou-dono.”

“Not at all. I received a very sincere apology,” I replied.

“However,” he went on, his tone shifting into that of a practiced orator, “the war between hyumans and demons has intensified with each passing day. Just recently, the flames of war reached even the royal capital. There have been small joys, yes. But when one considers the state of the world, of the nation, and of this domain, one cannot help but feel that the future is by no means guaranteed to shine brightly.”

As Algrio spoke, Joy hesitantly raised his hand.

“Yes, Joy-dono?”

“Certainly, the war situation isn’t exactly favorable. However, for someone of your stature to speak so pessimistically about our nation’s current state, I find that difficult to believe. What is it that’s made you so despondent?”

No, the war situation is clearly bad for the hyumans.

At present, the demons were rolling out new tactics one after another, while the hyumans were stuck on the defensive. I didn’t know the full history of every past conflict between the two races, but this time around, it felt unmistakably skewed in the demons’ favor.

Or is that just because I’ve seen both sides?

Maybe hyumans had some hidden trump card I wasn’t aware of.

Or is their only real backing the Goddess?

“Hmm.” Algrio nodded slowly. “As you know, our house suffered grievous losses. Our eldest son and heir was gravely injured. Our second son is dead. A string of misfortunes followed, and I myself made more than a few regrettable decisions. I sometimes wonder if I’ve grown overly timid. Yet when one’s child is wounded, when it truly happens, the weight of it is crushing beyond words. I’m told that under Joshua-sama’s protection, everything possible is being done, but still, I would ask that you pass my regards to your elder sister as well.”

“Y-yes. Of course,” Joy replied. “She departed with firm resolve to save him, so I am certain your son’s treatment will be successfully completed.”

Algrio spoke again, his words measured, as if he were carefully impressing each one into place.

“Those are heartening words. You have my thanks as well. Now then, though you’ve pointed it out, I admit my son’s plight weighs heavily on the roots of my pessimism. But that is not the sole reason. The demons are a formidable enemy, even to us hyumans who possess Heroes. I can feel it in my bones. This is no foe we can afford to underestimate. Yes, I have come to truly fear that if we cling to the old ways of noble governance, we could very well lose even a nation as storied as Limia itself.”

“?!”

At the mention of Limia’s possible downfall, I saw both Chiya and Joy’s faces contort in shock.

“Don’t tell me!” Chiya said sharply. “Are you saying that you intend to actively support Joshua-sama and Hero Hibiki yourself? That you’ve had a complete change of heart?”

Ah. I see.

From a power-struggle standpoint, this man and my senpai were on opposing sides.

And what he’d just said amounted to questioning the very way nobles should exist.

In other words, it could easily be taken as a declaration that he was switching allegiance to the royal family.

For Chiya, who’d been watching him from Hibiki’s side all this time, those words must have been completely unexpected.

“Joshua-sama visited us recently,” Algrio continued, “and advised me to retire.”

Wow. Joshua-san really went on the offensive.

If Algrio stepped down, the next in line would be his eldest son: the one currently receiving treatment at the castle. Remove the troublesome veteran and negotiate with the younger heir instead. A clean, efficient strategy.

“My thinking has grown outdated,” Algrio went on. “There are many ways in which it no longer suits the coming age. I allowed myself to be ruled by emotion at times. And so, I have chosen to accept his recommendation.”

Oh. A declaration of retirement.

That’s surprisingly decisive.

“I see,” Chiya said quietly.

“You asked whether I intended to side with the royal family,” Algrio continued. “But nobles exist to serve and support the crown in the first place. Even our past opposition to the Hero was never about overthrowing or destroying the nation. It was a clash of convictions, with each side questioning what the proper form of the country should be, and acting in accordance with that belief.”

“B-but—”

“Do you truly believe,” Algrio cut in calmly, “that among us nobles there are those who wish to see the people, the land, and the royal family all destroyed?”

“You—”

“There are none. Regrettably, there are fools driven by excessive self-interest, but even they desire prosperity within their domains. And prosperity for a domain is prosperity for the nation. No noble dreams of standing naked in a ruined foreign land, waving a flag.”

Yeah. That tracks.

Still, the way he put it felt slippery, like smoke in the air. I didn’t sense sincerity there.

“The proper form of the country,” huh.

That’s just surface-level talk.

Judging someone by the ideals or beliefs they claim to hold is foolish to begin with. What truly matters, the only thing worth evaluating seriously, is the actions they actually take.

“I did employ a bit of sophistry just now,” Algrio admitted calmly. “But as you suggested, shrine maiden–sama, I truly do intend to persuade the nobles and lend my support to Joshua-sama and Hibiki-dono from this point onward.”

?!

Naturally, he had to be talking about after stepping down as head of the house; at least, that was the only way those of us here could reasonably interpret it.

Just as Chiya had warned, he wasn’t a man you could deal with simply.

Thinking this way is exhausting.

Honestly, this kind of thing really isn’t my field.

Ugh, I’m tired. Can we please get to the main point already?

“If that’s true,” Joy said, his voice trembling, “then this is an unbelievable development.”

Um, is it really that big of a deal?

“It is true,” Algrio said firmly. “That is precisely why I summoned you all here. As witnesses, and as collaborators.”

Collaborators?

“?”

“Allow me to explain in order. When I resolved upon this change of course, the first thing that came to mind was the matter of relocating the royal capital.”

“That plan collapsed only because your faction obstructed it with everything you had! Every proposed site was rejected until nothing remained!” Chiya shot Algrio a sharp, accusing glare.

Right. After the demons attacked the capital, Hibiki-senpai and the others proposed relocating it due to the strategic risk.

Unfortunately, for Limia, abandoning a historic capital over something like a demon assault was unthinkable. It would be remembered as a disgraceful act of cowardice: proof that the nation had bowed its head to barbarians. With that kind of hardline opposition, the plan had been frozen in place.

I glanced at Lime, and he gave a small nod, confirming Chiya’s words.

“Please, calm yourself,” Algrio said evenly. “It’s also true that the sites proposed by Joshua-sama and Hibiki-dono had serious flaws. Unfortunately, there was not a single location that fully satisfied the conditions required of a royal capital.”

“That’s just nitpicking!” Chiya snapped.

Algrio shook his head.

“If it truly were nothing more than nitpicking, and if there had been even one location clearly suited to the task, the plan would have moved forward by now. Precisely because each candidate site had issues, no consensus could be reached, and many chose instead to support maintaining the status quo in deference to history. Or do you claim,” he added calmly, “that the two of them were championing any one site as ideal? As I recall, even Joshua-sama acknowledged the need for compromise.”

“If a location with truly perfect conditions existed in reality, we would have proposed it long ago!” Chiya exclaimed.

Yeah. Exactly.

Places that make you think this is the only possible choice are exceedingly rare.

In our case, the region suitable to stabilize the Demiplane’s seasons, even if only irregularly, was in the demon territory of Kaleneon. And even that would normally be dismissed outright as an impossible proposition due to incompatible conditions.

“But it has been found,” Algrio said.

“Wha—”

“Huh?”

At his words, both Chiya and Joy were struck speechless.

“Within Hopleys territory,” Algrio continued, “there exists land more suitable for the royal capital than any other. No, it has existed there all along.”

“…”

The two representatives of the Kingdom of Limia stared at Algrio. Or rather, they were forced to stare at him by the weight of his declaration.

In contrast, Lugh showed little sign of surprise.

So, the delay in bringing him here wasn’t accidental.

They must’ve needed time to coordinate beforehand.

“The northwestern edge of Hopleys territory,” Algrio explained, “is vast, easily connected by roads to every region, and even grants ready access to the sea. Moreover, there are multiple natural strongholds between it and the current capital, allowing formidable defensive lines to be established. This applies not only against the demons, but against foreign nations as well.”

Wow.

If such land truly existed, and if Hopleys was proposing it as the site of a new royal capital, then they were prepared to hand it over to the nation.

Offering up one’s own territory as the foundation for a new capital?

Yeah. That’s about as overt a display of loyalty as it gets.

“There’s no way land that convenient exists. The northwestern edge of Hopleys territory? Overlooking the sea… I mean, if it really were a place like that, then sure, but that location was never among my sister’s candidates.”

So, Chiya didn’t know whether Hibiki would even list land owned by openly opposing nobles as a candidate site.

She would. Without question.

Whether she’d actually go through with it is another matter, but she’d absolutely put it on the list.

Wait.

A possible site for a royal capital. Land?

Don’t tell me: the wetlands they wanted us to investigate? No, that can’t be it, can it?

There’s no way you’d build a massive city in a swamp.

Right?

Joy seemed to be thinking along the same lines, muttering to himself.

“No, was there really land like that? Hopleys territory is vast, sure, but if there were such an outstanding location, there should already be a major city there, or at least the lord’s main residence.”

Exactly.

If it were truly prime land, it would’ve been put to use in some form already. No matter how expansive the territory was, Algrio would surely have a firm grasp of every inch of it.

Which meant that, as things stood, the land was either unusable for some reason or, worse, a liability.

Oh no, this is starting to line up way too neatly with that wetland problem.

“This area, specifically.”

Lugh, who had kept quiet until now, spread a sheet of paper across the table.

Ah, this again.

A highly detailed map of Hopleys territory.

The kind of thing that was definitely classified; the kind we really shouldn’t have been seeing.

Lugh circled a section with his finger, indicating the so-called ideal site.

Chiya’s eyes widened.

“It really is an incredible location. But then why is it still undeveloped? If the land is this good, why hasn’t anything been built there?”

I couldn’t tell the elevation from the map alone, but there was a sizable river running through it.

Judging by the river basin and its branching paths, even at a rough glance, the water volume would be substantial. It might even be like Japan’s Tenryū River or the Chikugo River: what people back home would call a raging river.

Chiya had called it open wilderness, but considering the forests mixed in, it was probably best to assume the entire region was swallowed by that same wetland.

It’s huge, though?!

“Ah,” Joy murmured under his breath, as if something had just clicked into place.

Algrio nodded and continued.

“So, you’ve noticed, Joy-dono. It’s a well-known tale, though quite old. You’ve studied diligently.”

“The story of the Wise King’s Question and Answer, yes,” he replied. “That incident which is generally passed down as the Hopleys family’s great blunder…”

“Hm. Within our house, it’s remembered as an act of righteous valor. But to the world at large, it’s told as a humiliating failure, and as proof of the king’s strategic victory at the time.”

So, the land itself carries some kind of stigma.

“But if that’s the case, surely making this place the royal capital is impossible? I don’t know how faithfully the story reflects the truth, but what the Hopleys House was granted back then was indeed vast land: flat, with little elevation change, and blessed with a river boasting ample water volume. However…”

“A land where water constantly seeps to the surface,” Algrio said quietly, “making it unsuitable for habitation.”

“Yes.”

“And beyond that, a cursed land where disease spreads endlessly, making governance impossible.”

“Yes.”

“A place even intelligent monsters avoid. Limia’s last remaining unexplored region: a domain beyond humanity known as the Midnight Front.”

Wait, what happened to “wetlands”?!

This escalated straight into “forbidden frontier” territory!

So, that’s how it was. Just like Chiya feared, Algrio had led us straight into a trap.

Or did he?

I mean, they called it a frontier, but we were raised in the Wasteland.

Maylis Lake was beautiful, too.

“Even so,” Chiya said tensely, “to suggest turning such a place into the new royal capital? Surely that must be a joke.”

“Under normal circumstances, you would be right,” Algrio said calmly. “However, after witnessing your contributions during the assault on Rotsgard and the restoration of the royal capital, I realized something. There exists an individual whose abilities have earned the deep trust of both His Majesty and Prince Joshua. Even Hero Hibiki herself is said to have earnestly requested the chance to cross blades with him in secret.”

“W-wait, Raidou-san did that?” Joy snapped.

Ah. So, I really am that well-known now, huh.

And honestly, Joy, this might’ve been the perfect moment to play dumb just a little.

“Think carefully,” Algrio continued. “If, if, all calamity were erased from that land, or even if a path toward doing so were revealed, just how fertile a region would the Midnight Front become? Imagine what an immense economic basin it would grow into.”

“…”

Joy turned back to the map, audibly drawing in a breath.

It was obvious even to him.

The value would be immeasurable.

“Having thought that far, I reached my decision,” Algrio said. “I would bow my head to the Kuzunoha Company. I would cling to their strength as a single ray of light, and ask them to unravel the curse of that land. Given the sheer scale of their achievements, it is possible that they might notice something we, who left it abandoned in helpless inaction for so long, never could. And so, before everyone gathered here today, I swear this: should this endeavor succeed, I, Algrio Hopleys, will return the entire Midnight Front region to the royal family.”

Not sell it, return it.

And not just any land, but a fully rehabilitated, first-rate territory, handed over wholesale.

That’s absurdly generous.

There was definitely something else he was planning, but even so, this was likely a desperate gambit on his part as well.

Trying to read his entire hand here would be impossible.

“So, then,” Algrio said, fixing his gaze on me, “what do you say, Raidou-dono? That is the full extent of our circumstances. Even a few days would suffice. Would the Kuzunoha Company be willing to visit the land in question and conduct a preliminary inspection?”

At those words, Chiya’s expression hardened, anger flashing openly across her face.

“You have some nerve! After despising Raidou-san so openly, now you turn around and do this? In the end, you’re just trying to use him, aren’t you?! Exploiting him for the convenience of nobles. Absolutely not!”

I was grateful for how she jumped in to defend me, or rather, to attack Algrio. But being told I was being used felt a bit off.

In cases like this, it’s closer to mutual aid. Or at least, that’s how the proposal is framed.

“To call this ‘exploitation’ and immediately tie it to selfish intent is a bit excessive, shrine maiden–sama,” Algrio replied evenly. “Then by that same logic, should not His Majesty and Prince Joshua be condemned as well? During the assault on Rotsgard, they relied on Raidou-dono’s strength to survive. They summoned him to Limia under the pretense of gratitude, and ended up having him assist with the reconstruction of the capital as well.”

Yeah. I think so too.

Neither hyumans nor demi-humans are such pristine creatures that they can live with perfect integrity at all times.

“That’s sophistry!” Chiya snapped.

“You’re still young,” Algrio said calmly. “There are things you cannot yet see. When people know that everyone will benefit, they will sometimes drink even from a poisoned cup. You, me, all of us. Just as His Majesty and Prince Joshua chose not to go to the Kuzunoha Company themselves to offer thanks, but instead summoned them to the capital. There are moments when one must judge matters from a broader perspective. That is something I believe even you understand well, shrine maiden–sama.”

“Even so!” Chiya shot back. “Precisely because I’m a shrine maiden, there are things I can see! Do you have any idea how dangerous it is to treat Raidou-san so casually? Do you really think you understand what kind of person he is?!”

Ouch.

That one hit right where it counted.

Did not expect a critical hit from that angle.

So, I’m classified as do-not-touch, hazardous material, huh?

“Raidou-dono. Allow me to apologize on the shrine maiden–sama’s behalf for her discourteous remark. My apologies.”

“Ah, s-sorry…”

Chiya seemed to come back to herself at Algrio’s words and bowed hesitantly.

“N-no, really, it’s fine. You both have your own positions to consider. Please don’t worry about it,” I said.

I sent Mio and Lime a glance to let them know I was fine, then gave a small smile, doing my best to smooth things over.

“I had no intention of treating him as carelessly as you accuse me of,” Algrio said. “That said, this land is deeply connected to water. In that case, why not have the shrine maiden–sama accompany us? She could support Raidou-dono directly. That would surely benefit Joshua-sama and Hero Hibiki as well. If you truly are so uneasy about their actions in the Midnight Front, I would consider this a sound proposal. What do you say?”

The unexpected turn made my heart jump, and I hurriedly cut in.

“Lord Hopleys. The shrine maiden is also a member of the Sen—of the Hero’s party. This separation already seems to be an exception. We can’t impose on her any further.”

It really wouldn’t sit right with me to keep a kid like her tied up any longer than this.

I want to send her back to the senpai she adores and calls “oneechan” as soon as possible.

And it’s not like we’d need her presence to head into the Midnight Front anyway.

So long as I have Mio, Lime, and a way to stay in contact with the Demiplane, we’ll manage.

“However,” Algrio countered, “would she not find it difficult to return to the Hero’s side as the shrine maiden of Lorel while having caused Raidou-dono offense? Gratitude and atonement must be shown through action. That is how I see it.”

“Please,” Chiya said softly, “just… just give me a little time.”

No, really, you don’t need to come.

It sounds dangerous enough as it is, and we’re fine on our own.

“Your help isn’t needed,” Mio cut in coolly. “You should hurry back to Hibiki.”

“Mio!”

“My apologies.”

When I scolded her, she backed off immediately. But still, don’t suddenly start throwing out provocations like that!

It was true that the discussion had dragged on, and I just wanted to go back and rest.

Ugh. I’m useless. Did it show on my face?

Maybe that was why Mio spoke up for me. When I thought about it, her blunt words were really just voicing what I’d been thinking somewhere deep down.

If that’s the case, that’s honestly kind of pathetic.

Fortunately, neither Algrio nor Chiya appeared offended, and the discussion continued without incident.

“Mio-dono is quite fierce,” Algrio remarked lightly. “The shrine maiden asks for time, but the members of the Kuzunoha Company are all extremely busy. I asked for only a preliminary inspection, at best. Naturally, I intend to have them depart for the land tomorrow. That leaves us with only one night. Will that be sufficient?”

“That will be fine,” Chiya answered.

“I see. Joy-dono, as the head of the Yuneshti family, your duty as an escort ends here. There’s no need for you to accompany us to the Midnight Front. I’ll explain the full circumstances to Joshua-sama myself, so you may return without concern. You’ve had a long journey to our estate. Thank you for your efforts.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

Joy still seemed a little uneasy.

Algrio added that as far as seeing us off went, he’d already done more than enough.

Frankly, I had no intention of saying, “Hey, you’re still in Limia. Stick around and keep us company.”

We’d already handed the medicine over to Prince Joshua, complete with detailed instructions. Hibiki wouldn’t run into any trouble on that front. Joy’s only remaining job was to return safely.

Still, there was one other thing bothering me.

“Lord Hopleys, may I ask one thing?”

“Of course, Raidou-dono.”

“Lugh appears to be one of Limia’s foremost merchants. I can’t imagine you summoned him merely to spread out a map for us…”

Given everything so far, there was no clear reason for him to be here.

“I intend for Lugh to accompany you,” he said.

“W-what?! He’s the head of a trading company, isn’t he? Why would he go with us to a forbidden frontier region?” I asked.

“Though this may have been a spur-of-the-moment decision, it is an urgent one,” Algrio said. “For the journey to the Midnight Front, we plan to rely on teleportation to minimize travel time, and preparations are already underway. However, with such limited time, there will inevitably be things we cannot fully prepare.”

That much was true.

Even for a great noble house, assembling personnel and supplies perfectly by tomorrow would be impossible, especially when the destination was a notorious, dangerous frontier.

“Unfortunately, I will not be able to accompany you this time,” Algrio continued. “I regret that, truly. But I am still the head of House Hopleys, and my heir remains bedridden with his injuries. Beyond that, I possess little personal combat strength. Still, the name of the house carries weight.”

Well, that much is true.

Within their territory, the Hopleys family enjoyed an exceptionally high level of goodwill. If people knew that actions were being taken under the will of the lord himself, cooperation would come far more easily.

“Which is why I intend to have Lugh, whom I trust as my household’s merchant, accompany you in my stead. Many within the domain are aware of the relationship between him and me. Moreover, it would be improper for you to repeatedly open your own purses whenever something is needed along the way. Any required expenses should be settled under Lugh’s name and that of the Embray Company. Regardless of how the investigation of the Midnight Front turns out, I fully intend to provide whatever compensation Raidou-dono desires.”

He paused, then added calmly, “Even a noble title, if that is your wish.”

“?!”

That one landed hard.

Even Lugh looked genuinely startled by the declaration. Chiya and Joy, meanwhile, seemed to have reached their nightly quota of shock long ago. Both of them looked faintly damp with nervous sweat.

Yeah, for the people of Limia, this is a massive deal.

I, personally, had no desire for a title. Not even a little.

Still, the fact that he was willing to hand me what was essentially a blank check came as a surprise. I’d assumed compensation would be negotiated after the matter concluded, depending on the results.

I’d been planning to have them at least cover expenses, but it seemed we wouldn’t even need to front those ourselves. Truly, nothing but generous treatment.

If I were going to be traveling for a while with someone known as a “grand merchant,” I honestly wanted to listen, observe, and learn.

That alone gave me plenty to look forward to.

“I apologize for taking up so much of your time,” Algrio said. “Let us conclude matters here for tonight.”

After confirming the next morning’s schedule and various small details, we were finally released.

The Kuzunoha party, the shrine maiden of Lorel, and the Yuneshti family split up, each being guided to their respective chambers.

I didn’t think anyone intended us harm, but as for the other two, their backgrounds weren’t entirely clear, and they’d openly clashed with Algrio. It wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye out for any suspicious movement.

I glanced at Mio, and she nodded firmly, as if to say leave it to me.

Reliable as ever.

That just left tomorrow.

If it was a frontier zone on the level of Maylis Lake or the White Desert, then whether the issue was disease, curses, or water, I had a feeling we’d uncover the cause fairly quickly. It felt like the sort of thing that would amount to no more than a brief detour.

Man, I’m tired.

I reached out to a few people in the Demiplane who could help with the investigation and analysis, and asked them to remain on standby tomorrow.

At this point, swapping personnel wasn’t an option, so Mio and Lime would have to continue accompanying me.

Please, let this really be over in just a few days, I prayed quietly.

And so, the night deepened over Hopleys territory.

※※※



“What countermeasures are in place?”

Late that same night, in the study of the Hopleys estate, Algrio and Lugh continued their conversation in private. This wasn’t a reunion of old friends reminiscing over shared memories. They were confirming tomorrow’s movements and those that would follow.

“For the next few days only, no information will leak beyond Hopleys territory,” Lugh said.

“And telepathy as well?” Algrio asked.

“Yes. Still… Algrio-sama. This is an extraordinarily dangerous gamble, you know?”

“Hahaha. Lugh, ‘dangerous’ doesn’t quite cover it. Remember that expression you once taught me? ‘Kneading gunpowder by firelight,’ was it? This is close to that.”

“I believe I introduced that phrase as an example of unmistakable folly.”

“That’s exactly how dire it is. Tonight, I may have wagered not just Limia, but all of hyumanity as my chips.”

“Well, you do seem rather concerned about the odds, so that’s some small comfort. But I’ve been pulled into a very precarious affair myself. Really now, Algrio-sama, you can be quite cruel.”

“You mean the shrine maiden?”

“Yes. You steered things so she’d accompany the Kuzunoha Company, didn’t you?”

“She is, after all, a shrine maiden of the water spirits. She’ll be useful in the Midnight Front.”

“No doubt. If things go poorly, she may prove far more useful than the Kuzunoha people themselves. It wouldn’t surprise me if she alone were enough.”

Lugh’s words carried a hint of dry amusement, but Algrio returned his gaze without the slightest trace of humor.

“Lugh.”

“Yes?”

“That will not happen. The Kuzunoha Company is a hazardous substance. An aberration so far beyond our common sense that it renders it meaningless.”

At Algrio’s deadly serious expression, Lugh showed a flicker of uncertainty.

“Is that so? To my eyes, their representative didn’t seem particularly remarkable. If anything, his two attendants stood out more. Mio was a woman of exceptional allure, and that Lime fellow—likely a former adventurer—struck me as a rare talent. The sort one doesn’t often encounter.”

“That’s exactly the mistake I made,” Algrio said flatly. “Underestimating them. Thinking them beneath notice. And nearly being destroyed as a result.”

“!”

“Joshua and Hibiki both used the Kuzunoha Company as poison against their enemies. And look at the results: in the capital, and here as well. They achieved outcomes beyond reason.”

“True. Ever since those people were invited, it does feel as though Prince Joshua’s faction has gained tremendous momentum.”

“That’s it. In the end, we were looking in the wrong place. What we should have done was properly assess Kuzunoha itself. Investigate them thoroughly. They claim neutrality toward this war and the tug-of-war between great powers.”

“Foolishness,” Lugh said coolly. “Neutrality brings no benefit. One declares their camp, clarifies their position, and strives for victory. Any merchant with an eye for the larger picture would see that as obvious.”

“But the Kuzunoha Company produces enormous profit,” Algrio continued. “And for whom? For themselves, and for those who maintain friendly relations with them.”

“…”

“Then the answer’s simple. Just as Joshua did, I only need to become their ally. I apologized for my discourtesy, treated them with respect, and laid my troubles bare. And what was the result? They agreed to go inspect and investigate the Midnight Front. Tell me: does such a trading company exist anywhere else in Limia?”

“No,” Lugh admitted. “Any merchant who already possessed information about that land would never accept such a request. After all, business only matters if you’re alive.”

As Algrio’s words began to carry a faint heat, Lugh still hadn’t fully bought in.

That gap came from the difference in time spent speaking with Raidou, and from the fundamental difference between a noble and a merchant.

From Lugh’s perspective, Raidou was a fellow merchant, but a lesser one. Judged by Lugh’s own yardstick, Raidou simply didn’t look like the kind of leader Algrio, his longtime companion and trusted equal, described.

“And yet they go,” Algrio pressed. “The Kuzunoha Company goes. Raidou goes. When I realized that, I understood. No matter how dangerous a substance they may be, the allure is simply too great. If they truly possess the ability to accept and resolve any problem placed before them… then I would not hesitate even to lick the soles of his shoes.”

“Algrio Hopleys licking a merchant’s shoes would be a once-in-a-generation spectacle,” Lugh said dryly. “If that day comes, do be sure to invite me.”

“Heh heh heh. Yes, Lugh, you would say that. You’d see it that way. And that’s fine, for now. You will act as my representative and move on their behalf throughout the territory. Spare no expense. As for their safety, I’ll entrust it to them. Leave your own guards behind.”

“You’re serious?” Lugh stiffened. “You intend to send me into the Midnight Front with only a foreign trading company and a shrine maiden of Lorel as our combat strength?”

“Of course. Let me make a prediction, Lugh. When you return, you will kneel before me and thank me for granting you this opportunity. And the first thing you will do after that is establish ties with the frontier city of Tsige in the nation of Aion. You’ll want a deep, unbreakable connection with the Kuzunoha Company as well. Hahahahaha.”

Lugh exhaled heavily. “I haven’t met anyone like that in decades. Very well. This time, I’ll stake my life on it. I’ll trust in our long association, and the debt I owe you.”

Lugh could not understand why Algrio held the Kuzunoha Company in such extraordinarily high regard.

Yet there were results. A history that existed independent of Kuzunoha. A history between House Hopleys and the Embray Company.

Lugh had never once seen Algrio fail when he carried himself with this much confidence.

“Yes. I’m counting on you. Oswald must inherit Hopleys in proper form,” Algrio said quietly.

“I’ve heard Oswald-sama was gravely wounded.”

“It’s been kept quiet.”

“My information says he lost an arm. A particularly vicious poison, from what I understand.”

“So, I’ve heard. But it’s not a problem.”

“?”

“They’re going to heal him. With medicine from the Kuzunoha Company.”

“Heal him, as in, restore a lost arm?”

Lugh inhaled sharply. For someone well-versed in pharmacology, it was a claim that bordered on the absurd.

“That saves me the trouble of asking you,” Algrio added casually.

“With all due respect, Lord Hopleys,” Lugh said carefully, “battlefield poisons come in countless varieties. Repairing an arm that’s already been corrupted to the point of amputation is no simple matter. To be frank, even if I devoted every resource at my disposal, I could not promise a full recovery. In nine cases out of ten, I would suspect the Kuzunoha Company of deception.”

This wasn’t said out of hostility toward the company, but from genuine concern.

Based on all the information Lugh had gathered, Oswald’s arm had been amputated to preserve his life after the poison took hold.

Whether or not poison residue remained in the shoulder, regenerating or repairing a lost limb was beyond ordinary means.

No matter how strange and resource-rich Tsige might be, no matter how many new materials were reported daily from that anomalous city, this was simply impossible. Such a feat would require the combined efforts of national medicine, magic, and alchemy. It was not something a single trading company should even attempt.

“And yet,” Algrio said calmly, “Joshua declared with absolute confidence that he would recover. I saw a side of him I’d never seen before, and it was impressive. Oswald will be healed. By the power of the Kuzunoha Company.”

“It’s simply unbelievable,” Lugh said quietly. “I have expertise in this field myself, which makes common sense all the more obstructive.”

“Common sense, hm,” Algrio replied. “A troublesome thing. It barges in when it isn’t needed, and fails utterly when it is. Yes, even the reason behind the Kuzunoha Company’s neutrality cannot be explained through common sense alone.”

“And you believe you understand it, Algrio-sama? To me, it looks like nothing more than a foolish course of action.”

“Not clearly. Just a feeling. The Kuzunoha Company, you see, I think they simply aren’t interested.”

“Not interested?”

In what, exactly?

Lugh tilted his head. Something about Algrio tonight felt fundamentally different from the longtime friend he knew. At times, a dangerous glint surfaced in his eyes.

“In the war. In Limia. In hyumanity itself. Live or perish as you please. That was the impression Raidou gave me.”

“A nihilist, then.”

Why such a person would bother running a trading company was beyond him, but by any measure, he didn’t sound like a decent man. And from tomorrow onward, Lugh was expected to accompany him. My head already hurts, he thought.

“No,” Algrio said firmly. “Raidou isn’t that. I think he possesses some kind of certainty that no matter what becomes of the world, they will continue on as they always have. That’s why they bow their heads when necessary, but never swear loyalty. It’s all just a posture to avoid trouble. And if the demands become unreasonable, they likely believe they can simply eliminate the problem and walk away.”

“T-to do that to you, Lord Hopleys? That would just be—”

Lugh’s frown deepened, but Algrio cut him off.

“Not just me. The king. The Hero. Even the Demon King. Anyone at all. They are a terrifying poison, a terrifying drug. Joshua… I was honestly astonished he dared to reach for it. That man has guts, and Hibiki as well. I never thought she was merely a naïve girl preaching lofty ideals. Perhaps that is what one calls a genius.”

“…”

“I’ll acknowledge their brilliance. Their ideals. But I refuse to be the only one outplayed. So, I’ll return the favor, with a little twist of my own. Joshua. Hibiki. Enjoy my counterstroke. Heh, let’s call it a Raidou return.”

Lugh let out a quiet sigh.

What on earth is he talking about?

If Algrio’s theory was correct, then the Kuzunoha Company was something that could conquer or unify the world at will, but simply chose not to out of sheer disinterest.

They formed a trading company because they felt like it, and helped people as a hobby.

What kind of nonsense is that? Lugh thought.

It was far too reckless. Far too irresponsible.

And yet, having been thoroughly unsettled by the idea of the Kuzunoha Company, Lugh found himself genuinely worried. Would all my hair still be intact after the next few days? he wondered.

With that uneasy thought lingering, the night pressed on, heavy and silent.
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The Midnight Front: the Evernight Wetlands.

A vast marshland where neither hyumans nor demi-humans lived—no, where they could not live.

As was typical of Limia, the land itself was exceptionally fertile, with most of the region consisting of flat terrain. In the past, many attempts had been made to develop it, banking on the idea that if the single issue of water could be solved, the land would transform overnight. And yet, despite now falling under the control of the powerful Hopleys House, it remained completely untouched and reduced to a forbidden frontier.

Water wasn’t the only problem this land carried.

You could even say that, over time, a whole collection of problems had piled on.

From somewhere deep within what looked like a forest in the heart of the Midnight Front, a place so treacherous that even setting foot there was difficult, something like black fog, or perhaps a thick miasma, began to seep out. Even in broad daylight, the area grew dim, visibility choked away as if night itself had taken hold.

The region had once been a paradise for birds, insects, and plants. Gradually, however, those creatures began to change, their forms and behaviors inching closer and closer to those of monsters, their temperaments turning violent. Now, it was no place where ordinary life could survive.

On top of that, a contagious disease with strange symptoms broke out among the humans and demi-humans living nearby, spreading rapidly.

These days, no one approached the area at all. The Hopleys family limited their involvement to occasionally exterminating monsters that wandered out.

So, thanks to explanations from Lugh and, occasionally, Joy, during the journey from the last village we stopped at to this point, I’d been thoroughly briefed.

Yeah. I get it.

I understood very clearly just how many problems were stacked on top of one another here. And more importantly, I understood that the crucial part, the cause, was completely unknown.

And so, the day after receiving House Hopleys’s lavish hospitality, our hastily assembled investigation party—centered around the Kuzunoha Company—arrived to survey the Midnight Front.

There was no moisture underfoot yet, but even from where we stood now, we were clearly within the Midnight Front’s sphere of influence. Just as we’d been told, black fog had begun to creep into view.

“Doesn’t this look obviously unnatural? What do you think, Chiya-san?” I asked.

If there were a water specialist here, a shrine maiden of the spirits, then asking her first was only logical.

In the end, as dawn broke and our departure time drew near, Chiya chose to accompany us and join the inspection. According to Mio’s report, nothing in particular happened overnight, yet Chiya was visibly drained when she woke up.

Right now, though, she didn’t seem that way. There was tension in her expression, yes, but standing before a forbidden frontier, she answered my question with clear focus.

“Yes. This isn’t normal. If possible, I think it would be best not to inhale that black mist.”

“Yeah, figures. Breathing something like that would probably make you sick. Lime, can you handle the adjustments?”

We hadn’t even begun investigating yet, but there was no way I wanted to breathe in that black fog. Even if it wasn’t directly tied to the disease, it could still mess with our health.

“Leave it to me.” Lime nodded and deployed a barrier around us.

A hemispherical field shimmered into view, pushing the black mist away as it formed.

“Yeah, this fog definitely seems like it has some kind of harmful effect. Lime, keep fine-tuning it. At the very least, make sure Lugh and Joy are protected.”

At least it’s not the kind of thing that drags you into another dimension or forces hallucinations.

Compared to Tomoe’s antics, this is almost cute.

Still, why had Joy come along? I couldn’t think of a single reason for him to be here.

“Of course,” Lime replied. “Lugh-san, is the entrance to the boardwalk still some distance away?”

When people picture wetlands, they often imagine wooden walkways laid out to make travel easier. The Midnight Front apparently had something similar: rudimentary boardwalks and a few barely functional research huts set up for investigation.

That was our first destination.

Since this was essentially an expedition into adventurer territory, Lime naturally took the lead, offering suggestions, confirming details with Lugh and the others, asking questions, and giving instructions. Mio stayed close by my side.

Lugh turned to answer Lime’s question.

“It should come into view after just a few more minutes. The Hopleys banner serves as a marker, so there’s little chance of missing it.”

“And from there, it’s about thirty minutes to the hut without incident, correct?”

“Yes.”

“In that case, I think the best approach is to split up,” Lime said after a brief pause. “One team waits here for the supply carriers, while the other moves ahead to the hut and secures the surrounding area first. Young Master, I’ll stay behind. Yeah, let’s have Lugh-san and Joy-san remain with me as well.”

“So, it’ll be me, Mio, and Chiya-san moving ahead?” I asked.

“If we wait here, regroup, and then move as one, everything slows down,” Lime explained. “And Tomoe-san was very clear: deal with that suspicious swamp fog quickly and come back.”

“Tomoe. That woman, honestly…”

As I sighed in exasperation, Mio nodded along.

“She’s as blunt as ever, Young Master. Though personally, I agree. Limian cuisine aside, this place holds no appeal for me either. I’d rather we finish quickly.”

“All right, all right. Sorry for agreeing so easily.” I scratched my cheek. “Then we’ll move ahead. Lugh-san, Joy-san, could you wait here with the supply team and head to the hut together with Lime once they arrive?”

Lugh stared at me, mouth hanging open in disbelief.

“You’re saying you intend to further split the team during an investigation of the Midnight Front with such small numbers to begin with?”

“Haha. Lime is a highly capable man, once among the very best adventurers in Tsige,” I said lightly. “We’ll secure the path ahead, so please don’t worry. You’ll be much better suited to coordinating with the merchants and carriers anyway, so I’m counting on you.”

Honestly, I wouldn’t even mind if they limited themselves to transporting supplies along the boardwalk to the hut and stopped there.

Venturing deeper was bound to carry real danger.

When I took a quick look deeper in using my Realm, the hostility was overwhelming.

It was like my radar had been flooded with red, every inch screaming “enemy!”

Weirdly… the presence of living creatures felt strangely thin. Sparse and muted.

Whatever this place was, it was trouble. There was no doubt about that.

“All right then, we’ll regroup later at the research hut. Shrine maiden, don’t you dare wander off.”

“I-I won’t!” Chiya called, hurrying over at a jog.

I briefly considered telling Mio that she should at least add a -san or -sama when addressing her, but I decided against it. She’d already gotten to know Hibiki’s party back in Tsige, apparently, so it was probably fine.

Besides, there was no real risk of getting separated. The boardwalk was a single path. With Mio in front and me behind, there was nowhere for Chiya to drift off to.

Mio took the lead, followed by Chiya, then me, as we advanced along the wooden planks.

The dark, murky haze blocked out the light. Even though the sun should’ve been high in the sky, the wetlands were shrouded in dimness.

“What is this feeling?” I muttered. “It’s not like we’re being watched. But it’s not exactly calming, either.”

There was no sense of being targeted by a specific presence.

Just unease.

As if sharing the same discomfort, Chiya spoke up quietly.

“This place is… wrong.”

“Chiya-san?”

“There’s no trace of spirits at all. In a wetland this rich in water, that’s impossible.”

Mio, too, seemed to have noticed the absence and nodded in agreement.

“Now that you mention it, you’re right. I don’t sense spirits here either. Not just water spirits; there are no spirits of any kind.”

“You mean even the lower spirits without self-awareness?”

At my question, Chiya nodded firmly.

“Yes. It’s far too unnatural. The only explanation is that someone is deliberately excluding spirits from this area.”

Coming from a spirit specialist like her, that immediately shot to the top of the anomaly list.

“Deliberately excluding spirits, huh,” I echoed.

Yet, the environment itself was overflowing with nature.

What’s the point?

Not knowing the intent behind it made my skin crawl.

Oh. There we go. First native spotted.

A snake. And a big one.

“Mio,” I said.

“Yes.”

A few seconds after I picked it up with Realm, the giant serpent burst out of a pool of water, lunging straight for Chiya.

She was the easiest prey here; that was probably the reasoning. It was a perfectly ordinary hunting action. I didn’t sense any guiding will or malicious intent behind it.

The only odd thing was its sheer size relative to the puddle it emerged from.

“Huh?! Eek!!!”

By the time Chiya turned toward the snake, the danger was already gone.

With a light thump, Mio landed back on the boardwalk. Resting casually in her right hand was the serpent’s severed head; its body was still twitching in the swamp below.

A wet, sickening crunch followed as the head was crushed, and the giant snake died on the spot.
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Mio stepped down off the boardwalk and into the swamp, grabbed the snake’s body with practiced ease, and tossed it straight into the Demiplane.

To anyone watching, it probably looked like she’d hurled it into the darkness where it simply vanished.

Yeah, that’s definitely going to end up on the dinner table later.

Right, might as well collect a sample of that black mist too.

Taking advantage of the moment, I filled a small vial with the fog and sent it into the Demiplane as well.

“For a wetland creature, that snake was pretty acrobatic,” I pointed out.

“It was waiting beneath the swamp and then accelerated instantly to strike,” Mio replied. “A fine adaptation. And I doubt it was a lone individual. Hopefully it tastes good.”

So, snakes first, huh.

When I thought of wetland wildlife, birds and frogs came to mind. I’d even braced myself for clouds of buzzing insects. Giant serpents were not among the creatures I expected here.

The plants, too, were unusual. At this rate, my existing knowledge might not be of much use at all.

“Thank you. You saved me,” Chiya said, bowing slightly.

“Not at all. That’s why we positioned ourselves around you,” I replied.

After that, we continued through the wetlands, chatting idly as we went. Along the way, we repelled attacks from strange plants and groups of normally sized snakes, eventually reaching the hut.

This was supposed to be a research outpost?

“What a run-down shack. What exactly are we meant to do here?” I asked.

“I-I agree,” Chiya said. “It’ll be full just with everyone inside. How are we even supposed to sleep?”

Our impressions matched perfectly.

It was a small mountain hut, and old too.

No, calling it a mountain hut might be generous. A charcoal burner’s shed would be more accurate.

I could appreciate the effort it took to build anything in this bizarre wetland, but using this as a long-term base of operations was pushing it.

“Young Master,” Mio called out to me, her gaze fixed on the door.

“Hm? Someone inside?”

“Yes. Or… something.”

I nodded and stepped closer to the door.

Probing the interior with Realm, I sensed two living presences.

It feels like someone was attacked.

I gestured to Chiya to step back. After exchanging a glance with Mio, I moved to the front, approached the door, and pushed it open.

Nothing lunged at us immediately.

Just in case, I formed a magical light and sent it toward the presence that had reacted within my Realm. The moment it illuminated the interior, the situation became clear.

A hyuman, and a monster. Roughly the same size.

I couldn’t tell who the person was, but they’d been attacked by something bright red, something clearly monstrous, and it looked like they’d taken each other down in mutual destruction…

No. That’s not right. This is—

“A tick?! Damn it—this is bad!!!”

Reacting instantly to the red thing’s movement, triggered either by the light or my voice, I threw up a barrier.

The next instant, the tick that appeared to be lying alongside the hyuman exploded.

A shockwave and a spray of viscera blasted through the hut, splattering wetly against the barrier. The aftermath of the detonation smeared itself vividly across its surface.

“Ugh, that’s disgusting. And, wait, what?!”

I’d been recoiling at the red fluid plastered across the barrier when I noticed something wrong.

It was moving.

Looking closer, I realized it wasn’t blood at all.

It was thousands of larval ticks.

That wasn’t self-destruction; it was spawning?!

No, judging by how many were already wriggling around, it must have been incubating them inside its body and then released them all at once.

I checked the mother tick’s remains. Most of its body had burst apart; there was no doubt it was dead.

As for the hyuman lying beside it, I’d already expected the answer.

Too late.

They’d likely only been kept alive by some means until now, and the recent explosion had finished them off completely.

“Tch.”

The hut’s walls, floor, and ceiling were crawling—literally crawling—with larvae. Each one varied in size, from sesame-seed specks to ones as big as the tip of my thumb.

There was no question about it. This place was fully contaminated.

That mother tick had probably gorged itself on human blood until it swelled to the size of its host.

Only one option, then.

Burn it all.

Fortunately, Chiya and Mio were standing a short distance away.

I didn’t sense the ticks’ presence outside the hut.

I created a fireball large enough to envelop the entire structure, then steadily fed more heat and destructive force into it, raising its output without hesitation.

“W-wait, Raidou-san, what are you doing?!” Chiya asked.

“Just watch quietly,” Mio said reassuringly. “That shack was useless anyway. There’s no issue with getting rid of it.”

“It was falling apart, but having something is still better than nothing, right?!”

“No need to worry. We have excellent craftsmen.”

“?”

While listening to their exchange, I let the massive fireball completely incinerate the hut, erasing it down to the last trace.

“Mio, call the eldwars. Have them rebuild it properly,” I ordered.

“Yes.”

As if she already knew what I was going to say, Mio immediately summoned several elder dwarven craftsmen through a Demiplane gate concealed in shadow.

As the burly figures emerged, I raised a finger to my lips. They immediately understood, giving silent nods before waiting at Mio’s side.

Sorry about this, but it’s better if you pretend you’re just temporary summons. Less trouble that way.

“A temporary base that can house around ten hyumans,” I told them, “with space for storing supplies.”

The eldwars nodded firmly and went straight to work.

“E-eh?”

Drawing on their experience from the construction work they’d done in Rotsgard and the Demiplane, the eldwars assembled the structure exactly as requested, completely ignoring Chiya’s stunned reaction.

In no time at all, they’d erected a solid cottage that made the old shack look like a joke by comparison. A wide wooden deck connected it to the boardwalk as a bonus.

Given the swampy ground, they drove deep piles and reinforcement beams into the foundation, then applied coating enchantments across the entire structure.

After finishing their work without even breaking a sweat, they returned to the Demiplane. The synchronized salute they gave at the end was genuinely impressive.

Thanks.

“There was a troublesome tick inside,” I said. “Mio, be careful as well.”

“Will do,” she replied.

“All right then, Chiya-san. Let’s wait for the others inside.”

“…”

She was still completely speechless when I called out to her.

“Chiya-san, we’re going in.”

“Ah, yes.”

Gently nudging along a shrine maiden who could apparently go blank in the middle of a creepy swamp, I guided her into the cottage.

Lime’s group should be fine. This level of threat wouldn’t pose a problem for him.

Whew.

Investigate the cause of this place’s corruption. If it can be removed, return the land to the royal family as a candidate for the new capital.

At the moment, though, “Please give up on living here” seemed like the only reasonable conclusion.

I couldn’t tell how much of this was Algrio’s genuine intent and how much was hidden scheming, but still.

He really went all in with this proposal.

※※※



Lime and the others arrived at the cottage without incident, no ambushes along the way, everyone safe and sound.

Lugh was visibly taken aback by the building that stood there, while Joy looked quietly relieved.

I assumed the three men and women who’d carried the supplies would be sent straight back. Instead, Lugh casually declared that they’d be assigned to attend to us for the time being.

That doesn’t sit right.

There was an unmistakable ulterior motive there.

The phrase “candidate site for the new royal capital” immediately crossed my mind.

Which brings us to now.

After dinner, I’d called Lugh aside to clarify the nagging concern.

“You don’t mean to say they’re being used as canaries, do you?”

Living alarm systems, or worse, literal hyuman test subjects to see whether people could survive here.

That leaves a bad taste in my mouth.

“Canaries?” Lugh blinked innocently. “No, no. They’re just attendants. Errand runners to handle day-to-day needs.”

“I’m asking whether they’re being used as a trial to determine whether this land is suitable for a royal capital,” I pressed.

“And if they were,” Lugh replied smoothly, “would that pose some inconvenience to you, Raidou-sama?”

“I don’t think it’s a particularly elegant approach.”

“I see. Given that you can construct a building of this caliber practically on a whim, I suppose you wouldn’t need their presence to verify whether people can live here safely.”

He’d just admitted, without hesitation, to the very intention I was worried about.

Fine. If that’s how it is, then fine.

There’s no need to conduct hyuman experiments to determine whether disease will strike or if normal living is possible. Even if such testing were unavoidable, it should follow a proper investigation by us.

“Yes.”

“Then shall we send them back tomorrow?” Lugh clapped his hands lightly, his expression bright. “They were hired at extremely high wages, hazard pay included. If we can resolve this cheaply, it would be a great relief to me.”

“Cheaply… So, spending several days here was part of their contract?”

“Yes. If we can remove that clause, I’d be absolutely delighted. You, the humanitarian Raidou-sama, would also be satisfied. No one loses. I’ll make the arrangements immediately.”

“Sigh. What exactly are you getting at, Lugh-san?”

The way he was enjoying this far too much told me there was something else going on. Not because I’d grown sharper, just because he wasn’t bothering to hide it.

What are you playing at?

“Oh, I’m not getting at anything in particular.”

“Then, should I ask instead what happens to those porters if we don’t change the contract?” I asked.

“Does it bother you?” Lugh asked. “You’re the one proposing to strip them of their compensation, aren’t you?”

“I’m only concerned about their safety,” I replied. “I have no intention of taking their pay.”

I hadn’t realized their hazard bonus was calculated with that meaning in mind, but still.

“As you know, investigations into the Midnight Front are said to be a one-way trip,” Lugh went on. “Those who return alive are believed to lose their sanity.”

“…”

“Well, I, Joy-dono, the members of the Kuzunoha Company, and the shrine maiden are all participating with full awareness of the risks, so that’s not an issue,” he stated matter-of-factly, then continued, “That’s precisely why I hired them at a suitable price. If they complete this job and return alive, the reward will be enough for them to buy back their own freedom.”

“They’re slaves?”

All of them were hyuman, so I’d expected poor farmers at worst, maybe vagrants. But slaves?

You hear about them, yet somehow rarely see them firsthand.

“Yes. They’re people who’ve suffered their fair share of misfortune. If I’m to offer a chance like this, I prefer to choose those I deem appropriate for it. Though, given the lack of time, I can’t say I vetted them thoroughly.”

“If they go back now, what happens to them?” I asked.

“Naturally, their compensation would be reduced by eighty percent. So, no, they wouldn’t be able to change their lives.”

“…”

“Oh, if the humanitarian Raidou-sama wishes to cover the difference out of pocket, please feel free. I wouldn’t raise a single objection.”

Yeah. This guy really doesn’t like me, does he?

Maybe it’s my way of doing business he finds distasteful.

Or maybe he was testing me, probing me, and by extension my company, through increasingly bold moves to see how deep we really ran.

I still couldn’t read his true intent.

He engaged readily in conversation, and his answers were straightforward, almost sincere. For a time, I, Algrio, and by extension, the Hopleys family, had been on opposing sides.

Maybe some residue of that hostility still lingered. That was probably all it was.

Lugh was waiting calmly for my answer.

“I’m not saying you’re inhumane,” I said. “I’m no saint myself. I don’t indulge in the hobby of handing large sums of money to people who haven’t done any work.”

“Oh?”

“In that case, tomorrow we’ll confirm their wishes directly and respect whatever decision they make. They are people you chose to give a second chance to, after all.”

“To think you’d show such consideration for someone like me. I’m humbled.”

Lugh bowed his head. From my angle, I couldn’t see his expression, nor could I read what he was thinking.

As a merchant renowned across Limia, he was undoubtedly skilled at navigating power plays with nobles and royalty alike. For now, this was probably the only way forward.

Man, this is tiring.

Just as that faintly gloomy thought crossed my mind, the floor lurched violently. Lugh snapped his head around.

“W-what was that?!”

An earthquake?

It had been a long time since I’d felt one. I almost felt nostalgic thinking about it. The ground itself was shaking, the vibrations passing directly into the building. Not a sharp vertical jolt, but a sideways sway.

A rolling motion mixed with back-and-forth recoil: fine, persistent tremors that resonated through the body.

It wasn’t stopping.

I could hear screams: Chiya’s, Joy’s, the porters’.

Maybe earthquakes were rare in Limia.

Mio and Lime, however, remained perfectly calm.

There was no sign of enemies, no external attack. Just the shaking.

Unless it was localized. If so, magical interference was still a possibility.

I expanded Realm to scan our surroundings.

“What?”

What I found was completely unexpected.

To put it simply, this wasn’t an earthquake.

In fact, it was something you’d never see back in Japan. A phenomenon straight out of fantasy.

We’re moving.

More precisely, the cottage we were in, and the land around it, were traveling through the wetland.

Like sliding panels in a puzzle, except on an absurdly massive scale.

Within an area as vast as the Kushiro Marshlands, we were being carried deeper inward at high speed.

Yeah. No wonder it felt like lateral shaking.

Still, who came up with this idea?

Even if some wild, off-the-rails Japanese engineer might come up with something like this, how did hyumans or demi-humans think of it?

While we endured the shaking and stayed alert for an attack, the movement eventually ceased. The tremors faded, leaving an eerie stillness in their wake.

I was still on my feet, braced against a chair.

Lugh, meanwhile, was down on all fours, hands over his head.

Hey, that’s actually a pretty textbook response.

I expanded Realm again to check our position.

If the shadowy forest that was visible deeper inside marked the edge of the wetlands, then we slid almost all the way to the opposite side.

Since there were no known instances of entry into the Midnight Front from this direction, you could call this the innermost depths.

“Th-that tremor just now, was it the Wrath of Gront I’ve heard about?” Lugh asked.

Gront… ah, the elder—no, the older sister among the Greater Dragons.

Strictly speaking, she was a sand dragon, but maybe she counted as an earth dragon too?

Earthquakes as the anger of dragons. Yeah, that tracked. And it also explained why earthquakes weren’t common knowledge in Limia.

“Hard to say,” I replied. “Back where I come from, we’d call that an earthquake. But this seems different.”

“?”

“Lugh-san, can you stand?”

He nodded and rose carefully to his feet.

“Yes. I was startled, but I entered this land prepared to stake my life. I’m fine.”

Prepared to stake his life…

Yeah. That’s how it was.

Joy still hadn’t said much, but he clearly had his own reasons.

Chiya, too.

For people of Limia, this place was a forbidden frontier: utterly unpredictable. Being told to inspect it was practically the same as being told to prepare for death.

“Then let’s step outside for now,” I said. “It seems the Midnight Front has given us a rather… enthusiastic welcome.”

“Very well.”

When we arrived earlier, the boardwalk from the entrance to the hut had been intact, and it continued onward beyond it.

Which meant this phenomenon hadn’t occurred near the entrance, at least not before now.

In other words, this wasn’t entirely a bad development.

I left the room and entered the living-dining area.

Lime had already gathered Joy, Chiya, and the porters there.

Mio was present too.

At the far end of the dining space, she was locked in mortal combat with a slab of snake meat.

Yep. Same as ever.

For some reason, that was reassuring.

“Boss,” Lime reported, “I figured this was an emergency, so I rounded up everyone who can’t fight and brought ’em here.”

“Good call, Lime. Glad everyone’s safe.”

They all looked pale, but no one was missing.

“So… what was that just now?” Joy asked.

Apparently, even the Wrath of Gront wasn’t common knowledge.

“That was definitely an earthquake,” Chiya said firmly. “I’ve felt similar tremors in Lorel before. But something this large and long-lasting, this is the first time.”

So, she did know about earthquakes. That meant it was a recognized phenomenon in Lorel.

Mio looked at her with open exasperation.

“Honestly. You little girl—that wasn’t an earthquake.”

“But the shaking felt exactly like one,” Chiya said.

“Young Master, may I explain?”

Oh? So, Mio understood what had happened, too.

I nodded for her to go ahead.

“Then, if you’ll excuse my presumption,” Mio said. “Listen carefully. What you experienced just now was the vibration caused by this building, plus the surrounding land, being moved by some kind of force.”

“?”

Not a single person understood. To be fair, I couldn’t blame them; it wasn’t an easy thing to imagine. A wry smile slipped out despite myself.

“Let me put it in simpler terms,” Mio went on. “This region—the Midnight Front, was it?—was pulled deep into this waterlogged land.”

A building moving.

The absurdity of the idea was still pacing back and forth on the surface of everyone’s thoughts, refusing to sink in.

The place didn’t give us time to process it. Because just then, there came a knock on the cottage door.

“!!!”

When exactly did this inspection turn into a horror story?!

I’m not even going to lie; that sent a chill straight down my spine.

Every gaze snapped to the entrance.

Then—

Knock. Knock.

For the record, there was no presence beyond the door.

No hostility either.

Haaaaaah…

“Mio. Lime. Barriers.”

Both of them nodded.

Not that it needed saying; the barriers were already up.

All right then. Let’s do this.

“W-wait, Raidou-dono?!” Joy called out in panic as I headed for the door.

But they’d already knocked, and my scan showed nothing out there. At this point, opening it was the only option.

Better to respond than let whatever it was dictate the next move.

“Well, since they were polite enough to knock,” I said, trying to ease the tension, “we might as well welcome them. I’ll keep everyone safe, so try taking a deep breath and calming down. Honestly, you all look terrible right now.”

Unfortunately, no one laughed.

If anything, the air grew even heavier.

Tragic.

“Come in.”

With that, I dispelled the locking spell I’d placed earlier and opened the door inward.

“—!”

A rush of wind blew in.

No. That black mist.

It was dense. Thick.

Still, no one made the mistake of inhaling it. The barriers held firm around all of us.

The mist swirled through the room, then gathered into a single mass a short distance away.

Strange. This movement was clearly deliberate, yet I felt no will in the wind, no intent in the fog.

Something was off.

Then the room filled with collective shock.

“?!”

The black mist transformed into a giant human face.

Male or female, it was hard to tell. It didn’t resemble any specific person either, more like a crude imitation of a human visage.

I heard someone gasp.

The face formed from mist opened its eyes.

Red.

Both eyes glowed with a baleful, ominous light.

Then its mouth twisted wide into a grin.

Slowly, one syllable at a time, the face spoke.

“…I’ll

kill

you

all.”

Minagoroshi.
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The moment it finished speaking, the face burst into a loud, grotesque laugh: an unpleasant cacophony that sounded like the voices of the young and old, men and women, all mashed together. And then it vanished.

Even at the very end, even while it was laughing, I felt nothing.

No emotion. No intent. Nothing at all.

The same couldn’t be said for everyone else.

Especially the Limia group, and the shrine maiden of Lorel. They looked like that fear had been carved straight into them. Whatever that thing was, it had left a deep impression.

Figuring out what that sense of wrongness really was can wait.

Right now, taking care of everyone else comes first.

For all its dramatic talk of slaughter, there was no sign it intended to attack immediately. No presence. No hostile movement. Nothing.

Morning would come eventually. But with this dense fog, who knew how bright it would actually get?

Even so, the best course of action now was clear: calm everyone down, get them some rest, and wait for dawn.

And so, the very first day in the Midnight Front came to a close—abruptly, and in the midst of chaos.
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The next morning, after doing a quick survey of the surroundings, I shared what I found with everyone.

“It looks like there’s a river nearby. The ground is much wetter than where we started, swampy in almost every direction. There’s no boardwalk out here, so for the time being, it’s best if we don’t leave the deck.”

Yeah. Every single face went pale.

No one seemed to have much appetite either. Breakfast barely disappeared from their plates.

Mio, as a result, was visibly irritated.

Seriously. How am I supposed to deal with that?

I’d even tried to soften the news by adding that the ground only sank to about ankle depth, meaning it was still possible to walk and explore if needed. But apparently, the phrase “don’t leave the deck” fueled more terror than any amount of reassurance could undo.

Chiya murmured like she was half-delirious.

“There’s no interference from spirits at all, the mana is thin, and on top of that, we’re isolated after something that terrifying showed itself.”

I get calling it “unknown,” but for Chiya-san to label it “terrifying” so definitively feels… off.

Still, she wasn’t wrong about the facts. Spirits remained completely absent, and the ambient mana did feel sparse, thin enough that even I could notice it.

“Then we never should have come,” Joy said bleakly. “I thought I might be a burden, but I didn’t think I’d end up simply waiting here to be killed.”

I mean, yeah, but honestly, why did you come in the first place?

“I was prepared for death if it came to that,” Lugh added, his voice grim, “but I never imagined the end would come so quickly. Perhaps I misjudged the path at the very end, or perhaps fortune has abandoned me.”

Wow. Even Lugh is saying stuff that bad-luck-y?

That face last night really left a mark.

To me, that thing had felt less like “terror” and more like something suspicious, like a stage prop with the wrong kind of weight.

I also glanced toward the three porters, two men and one woman.

They had their own strange atmosphere. They were afraid, sure. But mixed into it was an equally strong resignation. Not the same despair the others wore.

Maybe because, unlike the rest, they’d joined this expedition with the mindset that it was a straight gamble from the beginning. They’d only been carrying a maybe, a thin sliver of hope, so instead of wailing, they’d already slid into acceptance.

What a mess.

Lime leaned in and spoke quietly.

“Boss. Got a moment?”

“What is it?”

“Between last night’s trap and what just happened now, everyone’s nerves are pretty wrecked.”

“Yeah. Doesn’t feel like we can start a proper survey like this.”

“Right. So, I’ve got a thought.”

He edged closer.

If you don’t want anyone to hear, you could just use telepathy, I thought.

But maybe the act of whispering itself is the point.

If there was some effect he was aiming for, I figured I’d play along. I leaned my ear toward him.

“Now that they’re weakened and braced for death, they might actually spill what they’ve been holding back.”

“Information? I mean, I’m curious why Joy-san came along, but I don’t see how that helps us fix the situation.”

“Not just him. Lugh, too. And Chiya. I’m reading ‘something’s up’ on all of ’em. I think we should talk to them one-on-one while the timing’s right.” He glanced toward the table. “Mio made a good breakfast out of what we had, but look at ’em. No one’s eatin’. I’ll work on getting food into them little by little. While I do that, you go talk to each of them, privately. How’s that sound?”

“All right. I’ll leave Mio’s mood to you.”

“I’ll give it everything I’ve got.”

Whew.

“Prepared for death,” huh.

Yeah, in a situation like this, people might finally stop guarding their secrets and dump their worries onto someone, if only because they think there won’t be a tomorrow.

All right, then. Who do I start with?

“Joy-san,” I called.

Joy’s shoulders jerked as if he’d been struck.

“Eh, me? What is it?”

“I wanted to talk a little. Would you rather get some air outside? Or would you prefer a room?”

“A room… Sorry, right now, I can’t handle jokes.”

Huh?

There wasn’t even a joke in there.

He was worse off than I thought.

I led Joy into the room that had been assigned to me.

He sat down on the simple bed and began letting out heavy sighs, over and over, with no sign of stopping.

Endless, huh.

“Feeling cornered?” I asked, keeping my tone deliberately light.

“Of course I am!” he snapped, eyes widening. “We’ve been dragged to some unknown location in this nightmare of a land! We’ve been declared for slaughter! ‘I’ll kill you all’—you heard it!”

“Well, yes,” I admitted.

This might’ve been the first time I’d seen Joy show something that wasn’t just surprise or fear. This was raw emotion: something closer to rage.

He continued, voice shaking, face crumpling as if he might burst into tears at any second.

“I made a mistake, I made a mistake! Even if I sided with Prince Joshua, I didn’t need to go this far!”

Right, his older sister was working with Joshua’s faction and treating Lord Hopleys’s eldest son.

“The truth is, Prince Joshua asked me to report anything that happened between the Kuzunoha Company and the Hopleys family in as much detail as possible,” Joy confessed. “Of course, I also owed you. You arranged the medicine for my sister, after all. Oswald-sama’s injury wasn’t something ordinary healing magic could solve.”

“…”

“But, an inspection of the Midnight Front, this was too much. I selfishly assumed that if it was the Kuzunoha Company, even a forbidden frontier would be nothing. I expected you could handle it. And yet, this nightmare land seems to leave even you without options. And now, it’s over. My recklessness will shake the Yuneshti family itself. How am I supposed to apologize to my ancestors?”

We’re not “without options,” we just haven’t done anything yet.

So, that’s how it looked to him.

We couldn’t stop the movement trap. We got mocked by that face and “allowed” it to leave. That must be what he believed happened.

He didn’t realize I’d noticed the movement for what it was, or that we’d handled the black fog calmly.

Yeah. How things look matters.

And so does actually listening to people.

Lime really did have the right idea.

I’m already getting information I never would’ve expected otherwise.

A sense of obligation to Prince Joshua, maybe even a way to prove his worth.

Among the Yuneshti family, he was the only one who could accompany us at the time, so he clung to a thin thread of hope and committed. This whole affair would inevitably be framed as an incident between the Kuzunoha Company and House Hopleys, and with Chiya here as well, it was the perfect opportunity to gather details.

All right. I get it now.

Joy’s reason for coming makes complete sense.

“Even the shrine maiden of Lorel is terrified of this watery demon realm,” Joy whispered hollowly. “Someone like me doesn’t stand a chance.”

Since the one person he’d been quietly counting on was shaken too, his despair had only deepened.

“I see, so that’s why. Hmm.”

Maybe my calm reaction rubbed him the wrong way, because Joy suddenly raised his voice.

“That’s why?! Raidou-dono, you’re—!”

“Oh, you don’t need the -dono,” I cut in. “It’s a bit stiff. Just call me Raidou, or Raidou-san.”

“Wh—huh?”

If I want him to feel safe, then “I’ll help you” isn’t enough.

For someone like Joy-san, it’ll be easier to accept if there’s a clear exchange.

In an emergency like this, making positions explicit might prevent the kind of misunderstanding I’d had with Algrio in the first place.

With Lugh, too, I needed to rethink my approach. If I acted too deferential just because he was a “higher-tier” merchant, he’d only end up looking down on me, and there’d be no way to build a good relationship.

Chiya was different. She had knowledge and preconceived ideas inherited from a Japanese person—no, from what she called a “Sage.” That would require a separate approach if I wanted things to go smoothly.

“Um, Raidou-san?”

“Joy-san. I think you’re operating under a few misunderstandings, so hear me out.”

“All right. Yes.”

“First, this cottage is sturdy. Last night and this morning, the black mist never came in, and it hasn’t been damp or miserable inside, has it?”

“…”

“And even during that ‘movement’ last night, it shook, but it didn’t break.”

“Ah.”

“As for food, worst-case scenario, we can forage locally. But the porters brought enough supplies for a short stay. You saw that, didn’t you?”

“I-I did.”

Little by little, the tension began to drain from Joy’s face.

“Good. Water can be covered with magic. And we have Chiya, a water shrine maiden. She can likely handle most injuries and illnesses. We’re not supporting dozens of people, so there’s no immediate need to worry about mana depletion.”

“That’s true.”

“And we Kuzunoha people—well, you’ve already seen a glimpse of our work—we can explore and secure the area. As for the movement, the black mist, that face. Now that it’s actively interfering with us, there will be chances to unravel it.”

“Y-yes.”

“So, tell me, does that all sound as hopeless as you’re making it out to be?”

“Well, but…”

“Then let’s make a deal.” I looked him straight in the eyes. “Joy Yuneshti.”

“?”

“We, the Kuzunoha Company, will ensure you make it out of here alive and unharmed,” I said. “So, what compensation are you prepared to offer?”

“Compensation? If I die here, the Yuneshti family could split into three factions. If I survive, I’ll give any reward you ask, anything.”

“That won’t do.”

“?!”

“Think carefully about your house, the Yuneshti family, as it exists now. Think about your lands as well. People. Goods. Money. Any particular strengths, any glaring weaknesses. I’m sure there are many. Consider them properly, and then make a realistic assessment of what you can actually pay us.”

“What the Yuneshti family can pay, in reality?”

“Yes. Think seriously. I’ll hear your answer tonight. Until then, eat properly and keep your mind working. If you’re still afraid, you can sit in the living room with everyone else while you think.”

“All right.”

That concluded it.

If he focused on his house and lands, maybe it would keep the fear at bay.

I escorted Joy back to the living room, then called for Chiya next.

She flinched hard but gave a small nod and followed me.

Funny.

Just a little while ago, it was “Chiya-san.” Now it feels like “Chiya-chan.”

For the first time in a while, I saw something age-appropriate in her mannerisms.

No, to be fair, she did scream and faint the first time we met, too. That was her “real” side as well.

And remembering that still hurts, honestly.

If I recalled correctly, she’d seen me as some kind of white, faceless thing, with slit-like eyes?

What kind of omen was that supposed to be?

This obviously wasn’t the time to pry, so I’d have to ask her about it another day, if the opportunity ever came.

“Excuse me,” Chiya said softly.

She sat down in the chair I’d been using earlier, so I took the edge of the bed.

“Go ahead, go ahead,” I said. “I was surprised seeing you, a mouthpiece of the water spirits, look this frightened.”

Joy really shared some of the blame here, too.

Relying on a girl this young in the first place, what was he thinking? And more than that, everyone kept throwing around words like “forbidden frontier,” “demon realm,” “nightmare land”… Of course, she’d get scared when they said it like that.

“Even the edge of the world had more spirits and mana than this,” Chiya said, voice small. “I’ve never been to a place this strange.”

“But after thinking it over for a night… I mean, Prince Joshua or Hibiki-senpai told you to go, didn’t they?” I asked.

It was a private room, and even if she only had one night, this world had telepathy magic.

Even if she hadn’t been able to meet them face-to-face because they’d passed each other on the road, it wasn’t like they were too far away to contact. And more importantly, this wasn’t something she could decide on her own in the first place.

Even if the ambient mana was thin and she couldn’t feel the spirits’ power, I didn’t think she needed to be this frightened. Not like an ordinary girl.

“I didn’t,” she admitted.

“Huh?”

“I… couldn’t ask them.”

“Why?”

The question slipped out of me before I could stop it.

She’d been asked to accompany us to a dangerous place. She understood her position, her value, and what her presence meant. Acting without consulting her party and deciding everything alone was beyond reckless.

“I don’t know why,” Chiya said, twisting her fingers together, “but my telepathy wouldn’t connect. Not at all. And then morning came so quickly, and I didn’t trust Lord Hopleys even a little, but what he said wasn’t contradictory, so I ended up thinking I had to go.”

No way…

“And then I came here, and it was this unnatural wetland where I can barely feel spirits or mana. That black mist was everywhere, and then that forced relocation that didn’t even have mana… and that face and voice that I couldn’t sense anything from!”

“…”

“It felt like the world I knew was breaking apart all at once, and all of a sudden I was terrified.”

Maybe because she’d grown up with mana in the air as something normal, and spirits always close by.

I kind of get it, and kind of don’t.

“And before I knew it, I couldn’t stop shaking. I couldn’t even sleep.”

Still, her telepathy didn’t work?

That shouldn’t be possible.

Wait. Was that why Lime had leaned in to whisper instead of using telepathy?

No, if that were the case, he would’ve reported it immediately.

“Test, test. If you reply within three seconds, I owe you a perfectly ripe bana—”

“YES! Your humble servant, Eris, at your service! What can I do for you?!!”

The connection came through loud and clear, all the way from our Rotsgard shop.

“Ah, just a test. No request. I’ll log the contact, so collect your reward at dinner.”

“OBAAAAAR!!!”

So, it worked just fine.

“Telepathy should work,” I said aloud. “Even now. Are you saying it still won’t connect?”

Chiya’s eyes narrowed, and the look she gave me was almost accusatory.

“Please don’t lie. I tried over and over last night, and it wouldn’t connect. Not once!”

Huh?

“It has to be the black mist,” she insisted, “or that face. Something is interfering!”

That didn’t line up. If she’d been unable to connect back at the Hopleys estate, then the order of events was wrong.

This is weird.

Okay, contacting Prince Joshua directly was obviously a terrible idea.

Then Hibiki-senpai—

“Testiiing. It’s Makoto. Hibiki-senpai, if you can hear me, please respo—”

Her response came instantly.

“Makoto-kun?! Makoto-kun, is that you?!”

So, it connected. Which meant only Chiya was being jammed?

“Yeah, hi. Long time no see. It’s just a test, so I don’t really need—oh, right, Senpai. If there’s some small secret about Chiya-san that I’d absolutely never know, could you tell me?”

“Chiya-chan… Um. This is Makoto-kun, right? Are you still with Chiya-chan? I thought you’d already left Limia.”

“Huh? Lord Hopleys asked us to inspect some land, so we’re doing that. You didn’t hear?”

“W-what?! I haven’t heard a single thing! Land? And Chiya-chan?”

“Yeah, Chiya-san and Joy-san are with me. Anyway, about that “funny secret” of hers—”

“Where are you?! What land?! What’s its name?!”

Hibiki-senpai sounded seriously panicked.

“It’s in Hopleys territory. Um, I think it was called the Midnight Front?”

“You’re inspecting that place?”

“Yep. And Chiya-san’s crying because her telepathy won’t connect.”

“Her telepathy won’t connect? Don’t tell me, since the day before yesterday?”

“That’s what she says. But since I can talk to you just fine, first give me something I couldn’t possibly know as proof. Once she believes me, I’ll check if something’s jamming her and remove it.”

“You can do that?”

“If it’s a status effect, sure. I can contact Rotsgard, and I can contact you, so it’s not like telepathy is impossible in general.”

“All right. In any case, please watch over Chiya-chan for a bit. I’m counting on you, Makoto-kun. Okay, tell her this: she’s been putting Aosuri fruit in her morning juice.”

Aosuri? Some kind of vegetable?

Well, I’d never have known, so if it served as proof, it was enough.

“Got it. Later.”

I cut the connection and looked back at Chiya, who was staring blankly at me.

“Raidou-san?” she ventured.

“I tried telepathy with Hibiki-senpai. It worked.”

“Liar!”

“I’m not, actually. As proof, she said you’ve been putting Aosuri fruit in your morning juice.”

“?!”

“She told me to tell you.”

“Big sis is an iiiidiiiooot!!” Chiya screamed at full volume. There was no trace of the utter despair she’d carried moments before.

Oh. Right. That kind of scream.

The kind kids let out when they’re told their least favorite vegetable was secretly mixed into something they liked.

Yeah, I get it.

I was told “it’s cucumber” once and ended up eating finely chopped bitter gourd. My brain short-circuited.

“I told her! I told her it was fine—I didn’t have to eat it anymore—she said I didn’t have to!!!” she shouted.

Yeah, that sounded about right. Somehow, it was oddly heartwarming.

The effect was immediate: Chiya, who’d been drowning in fear, now looked almost alive again.

Hibiki-senpai, you’re terrifying in your own way.

“Um, so does that convince you?” I asked.

Oops. That came out in the voice you use with children.

Well, whatever. That was kind of the vibe now.

“It does!!!” Chiya puffed out her cheeks as she answered.

“Good. Glad you’re feeling better.”

“But I’m still not satisfied! Someone put a status effect or jamming on me! And I’m wearing plenty of spirit-blessed gear, and my own mana is strong enough to contend with the Sage!”

“I’ll check, all right? It’d be a problem if you couldn’t use telepathy.”

Without waiting for a reply, I expanded Realm and probed whatever might be interfering with her.

All right. What kind of nasty trick is—

Huh?

Realm couldn’t find anything.

No jamming.

No status effect.

No curse.

Nothing. She was completely normal.

What?

“Chiya-san,” I said slowly, “can you cast any spell, anything at all, for me?”

“Eh—ah, yes!”

She nodded quickly, still tense, and prepared to comply.

Power leaked from her hair ornament—spirit energy, pure and clear—and Chiya shaped it into a spell. In only a moment, a fist-sized sphere of water floated above her palm.

Looks normal.

“Thanks. It’d be a waste, so pour that into the pitcher,” I said.

“Okay,” she agreed. “But what does it mean?”

“That’s the thing. I can’t find any status effect, curse, or jamming on you. Nothing at all.”

“But I can’t use telepathy. It doesn’t connect.”

“Hmm…”

She didn’t seem like she was lying.

She looked genuinely, desperately confused.

Unable to reach the senpai she trusted, or Prince Joshua. Then thrown into a place where she couldn’t rely on spirits at all, where the ambient mana was thin, and on top of that, she’d been told, “I’ll kill you all!”

Yeah. In that situation, even a shrine maiden would revert to just Chiya-chan for a while.

Still, why the difference between her and me?

She could cast spells normally. She could use her mana. So, it wasn’t general magical suppression.

Then was the issue the telepathy spell itself? And if so, telepathy should have been the same for everyone who could use it.

Wait.

It isn’t the same.

The telepathy I used—and the versions used in the Demiplane—were modified. We changed them because the standard version could be intercepted.

Is that it?

Does that mean ordinary telepathy is being blocked?

If so…

(Test, test. Aqua, if you respond within three seconds, I’ll add a whole banana cake as a bonus at the hall.)

…

Nothing. No sensation of a connection.

It reminded me of the feeling I had the first time the Goddess threw me here, when I encountered Sofia the Dragon Slayer.

“Looks like standard telepathy is being obstructed,” I said.

“Standard? What do you mean?”

“When I use the commonly known chant, the typical telepathy spell, it fails. But with the variant, the Kuzunoha Company improved, it works fine.”

“You improved telepathy? Why?”

“Primarily to make it more accurate, and extend the effective range. But also, to keep demons and skilled mages from eavesdropping.”

“Eavesdropping?!”

Chiya’s eyes went wide; she was completely thrown.

“Well, it’s a chant that’s been spread everywhere. If you or Hibiki-senpai really wanted to, you could probably reverse it and pick up telepathic messages within your detection range, couldn’t you?”

“I’ve never even considered it.”

That made sense. It was a lower-class line of thinking, and it wasn’t surprising that a shrine maiden wouldn’t go there.

But Hibiki-senpai?

Whoever had the means to jam it was likely someone in Limia, and she probably would’ve realized the risk of interception, too.

“If it helps,” I offered, “I can act as a relay. You could talk to Hibiki-senpai through me.”

“Huh? But if you teach me the version you’re using, then I could talk to her directly?”

“I can’t. If I openly share the chant, then as I said, it increases our risk.”

“I won’t tell anyone!”

“Really? You won’t tell Hibiki-senpai or Prince Joshua either?”

“I’m a shrine maiden of the spirits! I’ll keep my promises no matter what!”

“No matter what,” huh.

Not a phrase I liked.

Especially when it was being said on momentum alone.

“All right,” I agreed after a moment. “I’ll teach you.”

“Eh?”

“But if Hibiki-senpai, Prince Joshua, someone in Limia, or someone in Lorel ever finds out you’re using the Kuzunoha Company’s version of telepathy…” I let my voice drop, borrowing that fog-face’s phrasing for effect. “Minagoroshi. Both countries: wiped out.”

“Eep!”

I meant it as a tease, a light jab.

It landed like a spear.

“Just kidding,” I hurriedly added, putting on an innocent smile to soften the blow. “So? If you truly believe you can keep it secret, absolutely no exceptions, I’ll teach you.”

I was trying to calm her down, not shake her apart again. Hibiki had just tossed her a little lifeline to pull her back toward herself, and if I ruined that with my own clumsy mouth, I deserved to be haunted.

She went quiet.

“Chiya-san?”

“I’ll pass.”

“Then I can relay your messages.”

“I don’t want that either. You’d hear everything,” she said, cheeks puffing in stubborn indignation.

“You’ll have to count that as necessary overhead.”

“After I calmed down a little,” Chiya said, voice smaller, “I realized something. You’re not the only one in the Kuzunoha Company who isn’t afraid. Mio-san and Lime-san aren’t scared at all either.”

“We’ve been through our share of battles,” I replied.

“Even in a place this creepy… Does that mean you have some kind of winning plan?”

“Depends on what we find. But Hibiki-senpai asked me to look after you, and I fully intend to bring you back to her safely. Of course, that also depends on everyone cooperating.”

Especially her.

As a shrine maiden and as a water-aligned mage, Chiya could be genuinely useful here. Far more so than Joy.

“I can only use the power of the spirits I’m usually with,” she admitted. “So, I can’t fight the way I normally would. But…”

“But?”

Her eyes were different now, less like Chiya-chan and more like Chiya-san again.

“A cut, a wound, a mild illness. I can still treat those, even like this. It’s not something I can boast about, but I do have knowledge about waterside plants and animals too. Though it probably won’t help much here.”

“It’s more than enough,” I said. “If you know what you can do, and you can stay calm enough to decide when to advance, when to stop, and when to retreat, then you’re already doing great.”

“I’ll do it. I’ll show you. I’ll trust you. I’ll trust the Kuzunoha Company.”

“Good. Then you’re back.” I nodded. “First mission.”

“…”

“Eat three proper meals a day, and help take care of the porters. Lime will support you, so don’t carry it all alone.”

“Lime-san. Yes, leave it to me.”

I brought the newly motivated Chiya back into the living room.

Joy was eating now.

Lugh was, too, at least a little.

As if he’d already guessed his turn was next, Lugh drained his glass in one smooth motion. He didn’t wait for me to approach; he came to me.

“I’m next, I take it.”

“Yes,” I said. “Lugh-san, please.”

Now then. Why is a merchant willing to stake his life by coming here?

If I can loosen him up and get him thinking forward, we’ll all be better for it.

Back in my room, I faced him.

“Now then,” Lugh said. “There is nothing I wish to ‘confess’ to you for my own comfort. So, what, exactly, shall we discuss?”

“Mm,” I said, tipping my head. “As a fellow merchant, I’d love to ask a successful senior for advice. I’ve got a lot I want to learn.”

Lugh’s eyes narrowed slightly as he studied me.

“Our relationship is, at best, ‘not openly hostile.’ And you want me to teach you my methods?”

“Not necessarily today,” I said. “But depending on how our relationship develops, I’d like it to become something that’s possible.”

I let the implication hang there.

I have no intention of ending things here.

It’s wild.

The Limia side had already sunk into a kind of wake-like atmosphere, as if it was over. And this is all it takes?

Even Lugh, a man renowned as a grand merchant, was despondent.

By stature, he should be someone who could stand toe-to-toe with Rembrandt, so why?

“Heh. You still think we’re getting out alive?” Lugh let out a dry laugh. “Either you’re someone truly formidable, or you’re a truly great fool. Even if Algrio-sama notices our abnormal situation straight away, how long would it take him to dispatch a rescue party? No, perhaps they wouldn’t even manage to reach us. Even if he could pinpoint our exact coordinates, telepathy won’t go through. You probably think I’m giving up too easily for a merchant, but it’s because I’m a merchant that I can assess objectively how hopeless survival is from our current circumstances.”

“You know about telepathy being unusable,” I said carefully.

“I was told by Algrio-sama that for a few days within Hopleys territory, it would become unusable. That man’s moves often carry multiple effects at once. I’m sure he did it with some intention. It simply… turned against us beautifully.”

A single move with multiple purposes.

It sounded like something out of Go or Shogi. And in reality, the number of people who can genuinely do that is vanishingly small.

The way Lugh phrased it, did he mean Algrio would consider it acceptable if we were all slaughtered here?

Hard to say. If it was just us, maybe. If he still secretly hated us, it wouldn’t be impossible.

Joy, too. Depending on factional dynamics, I could imagine it. But would Algrio build a plan that allowed Chiya and Lugh to die here as collateral?

Chiya’s death would immediately escalate into a diplomatic crisis. The Lorel Union’s leader—Sairitsu in the Central Shrine—might start a war regardless of the demons. And Lugh’s death would obviously weaken Algrio himself.

Even if Algrio could see ten moves ahead, that still felt like a bad hand to throw away.

Unless he could see fifty moves ahead, and the “bad move” became a brilliant one?

Fifty moves ahead makes you a monster.

A hundred moves ahead makes people question your sanity.

It was one of my favorite sayings.

Now, where did I read that? Some modern collection of aphorisms?

“Reading Algrio-sama’s intentions from here would be impossible,” Lugh said. “It was only the other day that you even spoke at length, wasn’t it?”

“True,” I admitted. “Still, people who try to read too far ahead often fail anyway. If you want to get ahead of others and succeed, seeing ten steps ahead is plenty.”

“Oh? And yet, see fifty steps ahead, and you become the sacrifice; see a hundred, and your sanity is questioned… Is that what you mean?”

“Huh?”

“You heard it from Algrio-sama, didn’t you? He told you. It’s a Hopleys proverb.”

“You’re kidding.”

No way.

Had Hopleys, somewhere far back in its history, also had contact with a “Sage”?

Or was it just a coincidence: some great mind in this world leaving behind the same kind of saying?

Either way, it was hard to swallow.

As I fell silent, Lugh watched me with a puzzled look, then spoke as though he’d just remembered something.

“Ah. There is one thing I’ve been wanting to ask you,” he said. “As a companion facing death, would you tell me?”

“Sure. What is it?”

“Hopleys’s second son, Ilmgand-sama, died during the Rotsgard incident, did he not?”

“Yes.”

He died right in front of his father. And not in a hyuman state.

Thinking back, it was a brutal farewell.

If all of Algrio’s hatred had temporarily turned toward us after that, it might’ve been inevitable.

Why Ilmgand hated me so intensely, I still didn’t fully understand.

“I simply can’t believe it,” Lugh said softly. “That a man who pursued ideals so fervently, I sometimes wished to scold him for it, would side with the demons, and be put down as a criminal. There must have been a reason. A reason so unbearable he had no other choice. I can’t think otherwise.”

So, Lugh had known Ilmgand well.

That explained a lot about why his attitude toward us had carried a sharp edge from the start.

“I’m sorry,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “I don’t know why it happened either. But Ilmgand truly did mutate in the middle of the match, and he was put down by the students who’d been taking my lectures. Several members of the academy’s elite unit were killed by him as well.”

Lugh stared at me as if he needed my face to contradict my words.

“Are you certain? Truly?”

“Yes. The king, Prince Joshua, and Lord Hopleys all witnessed the moment he changed.”

“Even Algrio-sama? Even His Majesty?” Lugh’s voice went thin. “That’s… that’s too cruel.”

His shoulders slumped as if someone had cut the strings holding him upright.

“The truth is, I barely had any connection to him,” I admitted. “Somehow, I ended up on the receiving end of strange accusations and grudges. The only thing I can even remember is once, when I was targeted by assassins, he happened to be nearby, so I protected him. That’s about it.”

And yet he hated me enough to use his family’s power to harass me.

Why? What, exactly, did I do that offended him so deeply?

That day, I protected him so he wouldn’t get caught up in an assassination attempt that wasn’t even aimed at him.

If anything, he should’ve felt embarrassed. But to hold a grudge to the point of weaponizing a noble house’s influence? That doesn’t add up.

“I was supposed to attend that festival myself,” Lugh said quietly. “But in the letters Ilmgand-sama sent me, there was nothing but cheerful news. Then the notice of his death arrived. I had no idea what to think.”

“I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“I found a surviving member of the Kaleneon line at last: an Aensland girl named Luria. He wrote that he’d been reunited with a girl he’d known long ago. The letters were so happy. You could see it in the way the words leaped off the page…”

Kaleneon. Aensland. Luria.

Reunited.

Those words hit me like a cold needle sliding between my ribs, and I forgot to breathe for a second.

“…”

Lugh seemed to notice my silence and assumed the opposite of the truth.

“Ah, yes. To you, Raidou-sama, those must sound like a jumble of unfamiliar terms. Kaleneon is one of the mid-tier states subordinate to the fallen kingdom of Elysion, which was destroyed in the great demon invasion…”

No, I know exactly what you mean.

I knew it because I’d met them.

Luria and her older sister Eva were from there.

I knew.

I knew that the sisters who had escaped the demons’ great invasion had suffered so much that it twisted their hearts, their memories, even the shape of who they were.

Lugh mistook the reason for my silence and continued explaining.

“Luria Aensland-sama is the daughter of a Kaleneon noble,” he said. “The Hopleys family has long been close to them due to the bond between the two heads of house: Algrio-sama and Sufran-sama of House Aensland. Comrades-in-arms, and dear friends.”

Eva and Luria had never once mentioned any connection to the Hopleys family.

Could it be? The reason those sisters managed to make it safely all the way from Kaleneon to Rotsgard was that Hopleys helped them, directly or indirectly?

“Ilmgand-sama was truly worried for them,” Lugh went on. “After the war, when Luria-sama and her sister disappeared without a trace, he never stopped searching.”

“Wait… Ilmgand knew Eva and Luria?” I blurted.

It slipped out.

No calculation. No trap. No intention at all.

Just raw surprise.

And in that moment, still reeling from the revelation, I said their names out loud.

“?!”

Lugh’s eyes went wide.

The gentle merchant’s face vanished. The man staring back at me had a sharp, predatory glint in his gaze, like a blade catching the light.

Crap. I did something.

Hold on. Why doesn’t that look like a merchant’s stare?

Did Lugh have ties to the sisters, too?

“Just now,” he said slowly, “you definitely said those names. ‘Eva.’ And ‘Luria.’”

Yep. There it is.

“…”

“Oh, yes. Mm. I heard you clearly,” Lugh continued, voice quiet but weighty. “You spoke them without hesitation, like you were calling people you’d known for years. And yet I have never once told you the name Eva.”

His gaze didn’t waver.

This wasn’t the look of a businessman measuring profit and loss.

Something about him was wrong.

It carried the image of a ghost: no, not quite.

This was an obsession.

Or maybe fixation: the kind that turns into a sickness.

It was a familiar emotional texture, too. The same off-kilter intensity I’d felt from deranged assassins, and from that academy lecturer who’d been steeped in anti-Goddess ideology.

Lugh rose slowly, like a puppet pulled upright, and stepped closer until he was looming over me. I stayed seated as he looked down at me.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “You’re not merely a merchant from Tsige with connections in the Wasteland, are you?”

Even his speech had changed.

He was calling me you now.

The sheer suspicion rolling off him was almost tangible.

So, much for “loosening him up.” That backfired spectacularly.

“And what you said earlier, was it a lie?” he pressed, eyes hard. “What happened between you and Ilmgand-sama?”

“That—”

There was nothing!

Neither the Kuzunoha Company nor I had anything to do with why Ilmgand became a mutant, or how it ended.

Damn it! That moment…

That moment?

Right.

This is exactly why I hated being investigated. Why I decided it was easier to build a place no one could pry into.

In this case, I didn’t even need lies. I could simply choose which truths to give. That would be enough, wouldn’t it?

Lugh’s voice dropped into something dangerous.

“If I can learn the truth, then the method doesn’t matter. We’re all waiting to die anyway. I have nothing left to lose.”

He leaned in, intensity sharpening.

“The facts I stated are not lies,” I said evenly.

“Wait here,” Lugh snapped. “I’ll write an oath, right now. If you return alive, I’ll give you everything House Embray owns. In exchange, you tell me everything. It’s not a bad deal. You don’t seem to have given up on living, after all.”

Incredible.

Even in this situation, he wasn’t resorting to violence. He was trying to buy the truth.

So, that’s it.

Even now, he won’t choose the kind of “card” that turns negotiations into threats.

He’ll keep it within the framework of exchange, no matter what.

A merchant to the bone, this man.

Honestly, half of me was joking before, but now I really wanted to hear his business know-how someday.

“Look,” I said, holding up a hand. “You’re right: I have no intention of dying here. But I have no intention of letting you die either. So, don’t write that absurd contract. There’s no need to bargain for it. I’ll tell you what I know.”

“What?”

So, I told him.

How I’d met Eva and Luria in the academy city of Rotsgard.

How Luria had been working part-time at a restaurant, and Eva had been employed at the academy as a librarian.

How they avoided using the Aensland surname to escape persecution.

I glossed over the worst parts: Eva’s dangerous ideological tilt, the way Luria’s memories had holes.

So, Luria didn’t remember Ilmgand.

Lugh listened quietly all the way through.

Thank goodness.

If he’d challenged every sentence with “Objection!” the conversation would’ve collapsed before it even began.

It seemed he believed me when I said I didn’t know much about other Kaleneon survivors.

Good.

If he’s no longer susceptible to the “Kaleneon wasn’t destroyed” angle, then I’ll layer another truth over it, and I’ll borrow that man’s name too.

“Then,” Lugh asked carefully, “both young ladies of Aensland House are alive in Rotsgard?”

“Well, about that…”

“Don’t tell me they died in the mutant incident?!”

“They’re alive.”

“You know where they are?!” Lugh’s voice rose. “You do! You’ll tell me! You said you’d tell me what you know!”

“Before that, a quick confirmation, though I’m sure you already understand what I’m asking.”

“Secrecy,” Lugh answered instantly. “Yes. I swear—Algrio-sama, no—no one. I won’t leak a single word to anyone. I’ll accept any contract you require as the price.”

So, he did understand.

Even as I said it, a small part of me felt guilty about mixing truth with fabrication for someone this desperate. But this was also one of my trump cards: one I’d clawed into my hands at the cost of countless lives in Rotsgard.

So, yes. I’d use it.

“They met someone during the incident,” I said.

“Someone?”

“Yes. I’ve heard that person appeared in Limia before as well. They descended alongside a pillar of gold—”

“Don’t tell me.” Lugh’s face tightened. “The Wicked One? And he appeared not only in Limia, but in Rotsgard too?!”

It was almost comforting how quickly he filled in the blanks.

“Seems so,” I said. “In Rotsgard too, a golden pillar rose. I suspect it was the same individual.”

“T-then?!”

“Eva and Luria vanished with the pillar.”

“What?!” Lugh lurched forward. “Then you don’t know where they are!”

“I do,” I said quietly. “Because later, Eva contacted me.”

“?!”

“She said they reclaimed Kaleneon from the demons.”

“?”

Lugh’s eyes went blank, as if his mind had stalled mid-turn.

Yeah. I know how that sounds.

“With the Wicked One’s assistance, they drove the demons out of Kaleneon,” I continued, keeping my voice even. “They took the fortress the demons had been using, repurposed it as a castle, and ‘restored’ Kaleneon as a country.”

“Are you—are you in your right mind?” Lugh whispered.

“I’m only telling you what I saw. At the very least, the two of them are alive. And in that snowbound region called Kaleneon, people really had begun living there again.”

I let the weight settle, then added the part that made it “make sense.”

“And honestly, forcing out demons in an isolated land and reviving a nation like that? If there’s anyone who could do it, it’s the being they call the Wicked One. The same kind of existence that could create a lake.”

“Then the Wicked One isn’t in Kaleneon anymore?”

“I haven’t met them. But the Adventurers’ Guild seemed to be supporting the region with everything it had.”

“…”

Lugh stared at me so hard it felt like he was trying to bore a hole straight through my skull.

“Lugh-san?”

He blinked as if pulled back to the room.

“You…” he started, then corrected himself with strained care. “Raidou-sama, have you… actually been to Kaleneon?”

“Yes,” I replied. “The head of the Adventurers’ Guild asked me. Maybe it was because my name spread after the mutant incident, but for some reason, they requested the Kuzunoha Company specifically. I’ve been there several times. Eva and Luria are in Kaleneon, and, well. They’re managing. Somehow.”

“Ah.” Lugh’s expression shifted rapidly, almost comically, yet none of it felt funny.

The ghostlike negativity from before receded. In its place, hope flickered on his face, only to be replaced a heartbeat later by dry, realistic calculation. Then doubt again.

Hyuman expressions really are complicated.

“Why?”

“Hm?”

“Why would they rely on you so heavily?” Lugh demanded, voice low. “Even if you were an excellent instructor and a capable merchant, I cannot imagine Eva-sama and Luria-sama opening their hearts to you so easily. It feels like a miracle I never dared hope for, standing right in front of me, and yet the suspicion won’t leave. There’s still something missing in my understanding.”

“So, why would those two rely on me?” I repeated, thinking. “I never asked directly, but I’ve been told my parents were from Kaleneon. That might have something to do with it.”

“What did you just say?!”

“That’s why: my parents. I’m not sure if they’re ‘not here anymore’ or ‘dead’ in the strictest sense, but apparently, both of them were born in Kaleneon. Eva told me that. I don’t have any real personal sense of it, though.”

If I ever find a way back to Japan, “not here anymore” could still mean reunion. But if there is no way back, then it’s effectively a farewell to the dead. And the trail I followed from their portraits matched a tragic story from Kaleneon almost word-for-word. It was ninety percent true.

Sure, I could doubt it forever, but I didn’t have any other candidates, either.

Besides, I still didn’t even know my parents’ names with certainty.

In Japan, the surname had been Misumi; first names Hayato and Kasumi. There was no way those carried over as-is here.

Not in Kaleneon. Not even remotely.

“Then you mean to say you, Raidou-sama, are also from Kaleneon?”

“No. I’m from the Edge of the World—raised in the Wasteland.” I let out a small breath. “As for my parents, all I had were their portraits. I don’t even know their real names.”

Wow. Saying it out loud makes it sound like I’ve got one hell of a tragic backstory, doesn’t it?

“And Eva-sama identified them as being from Kaleneon just by seeing those portraits?”

“Yes. She said it resembled a story she knew.”

“If you don’t mind, could you tell me that story?” Lugh’s voice was careful now, almost reverent. “Depending on what it is, there may be something I must confess to you as well. And the portraits: if you have them, I would like to see them.”

So, he really was connected to Kaleneon.

Great.

As if House Hopleys and House Aensland weren’t enough to fill my plate.

Some kind of bizarre fate, one thread pulling another, knot after knot.

The portraits were easy. I carried them with me. And the story. Giving him the rough outline should be fine.

I took the folded paper from my bag and handed it over.

“These are the portraits,” I said. “As for the story, it’s basically a romance. A couple from Kaleneon. The mother leaves Kaleneon and ends up working at a temple in Elysion. The father stays behind to become the next head of house. They go through a lot, then eventually leave the country, and somehow, somewhere, they supposedly found happiness.”

God, it’s embarrassing.

I knew the details, but the whole thing felt like a syrupy stage play, like someone took a daytime soap opera and slapped a heroic score on top of it. Even summarizing it made my ears warm.

Still, I figured the gist alone would be enough for someone who knew what I was talking about.

The color drained from Lugh’s face.

“N-no… This portrait, and that story.” His voice cracked as he stared down at the paper. “That’s the Goddess’s Trial. The Tragic Love of Io and Tort!”

The tragic love of Io and Tort?

Did I hear that right?

Io and Tort.

Even though I can understand the common tongue almost perfectly now, is the goddess’s so-called “Comprehending” getting in the way here?

“Even if you told me you were their child, that’s simply too much to accept. And to think you were cast into the Wasteland on top of that…”

Lugh kept muttering to himself, as if speaking to no one.

“Did you know my parents?” I asked.

“No. If what you’re saying is true, then to cast doubt on you again would be unforgivable. There would be no justification for it.”

Hmmm. He’s gone back into his own head again.

If there’s something he wants to confess, I’d really like to hear it. And honestly, it feels like it could turn our relationship in a good direction.

After a long stretch of agonized contemplation, Lugh finally spoke.

“Raidou-sama.”

“Yes?”

“If everything you’ve told me is true, then I cannot oppose you. I must not oppose you. My position in this world simply would not allow it. However…”

He hesitated, then bowed his head slightly.

“Please forgive my rudeness, but there is one thing I would like to ask of you. I wish to see proof.”

Proof, huh?

He must have deep ties to Kaleneon: either a great debt of gratitude, or perhaps he once lived there himself.

At the very least, the strained tone of his voice carried sincerity.

“Proof. What would satisfy you?” I asked.

“As you have no doubt already surmised, I share a deep connection with Kaleneon.”

“Yes.”

“And I loved that country. The reason I remain so close to Algrio-sama, even now, ultimately traces back to Kaleneon.”

“I see.”

“You said you have no memories of Kaleneon yourself. And yet, you have also told me that you visited the land during this season.” His eyes sharpened. “Indeed, at this time of year, Kaleneon should be buried beneath deep snow across most of its territory.”

“That’s right.”

“Then please, show me something that’s dear to my memories. In Kaleneon, there are two things known as the ‘Treasures of the Forest.’ I ask that you show me those.”

The phrase Lugh spoke rang a bell immediately.

“By Treasures of the Forest, you mean stove corn and Mangarl Orc, right?”

The legendary mountain vegetable that emits heat: stove corn. And the rare beast Mangarl Orc, covered in valuable fibers and prized for its meat.

Both were things I discovered myself and entrusted to Eva, hoping they could become Kaleneon specialties.

“You know of them?” Lugh asked quietly.

“I heard about them from Eva recently. She said they’re harvested from late autumn into winter.”

“That is correct.”

Lugh exhaled slowly, as if steadying his heart.

“If you can bring those to me, then I will become your ally, fully and without reservation. From that point on, whatever you ask of me, I will lend you my strength.”

“For example,” I said lightly, “changing your mind from ‘we’re all going to die here’ to ‘we’re getting out alive’?”

“Heh. That much would happen the moment my wish is fulfilled.”

“And you’ll cooperate so that everyone makes it back alive?”

“Of course. If that is your desire, I will do everything in my power to ensure not a single person is lost. At least, within the limits of what one man can do.”

“Yeah. That’s more than enough. Then we have a deal. I’ll bring you the Treasures of the Forest. Soon.”

“!!! Then perhaps I truly am witnessing a living miracle.”

Lugh shook his head with a wry smile.

“As much as it pains me to admit it, my eye clearly does not match Algrio-sama’s.”

Today in the evening, or tomorrow at the latest.

I’ll pretend to head out on an investigation, then swing by Kaleneon with Mio. Come to think of it, I want her to see those two treasures, too.

With that, Lugh was officially back on his feet; mentally, at least.

Man, Lime really does see people clearly.

Everyone here was carrying something heavy.

I left the room with Lugh and returned to the main hall, where everyone else was gathered.

I left the slightly deflated porter trio to Chiya and Lime for the time being. As for me, with a clear first objective finally set—

All that’s left is to move.

Breakfast had been properly cleared away, and everyone had eaten. Good, that alone was a win.

“All right!” I called, clapping my hands loudly to draw their attention. “Late breakfast is done! Things haven’t gone exactly according to plan, but we did arrive at the Midnight Front as we intended. And the job isn’t over until we’ve done what we came to do and reported back to Lord Hopleys, so let’s give it our best together!!!”

I’d done this before, back during the Rotsgard reconstruction.

Deliberately bright. Deliberately light.

Start with what you can do. Build results, stack them visibly. People are simple that way: if they can feel progress, they recover some strength.

“YES!”

“?!”

Only two voices answered: Mio and Lime. Everyone else just stared at me in silence.

That was fine. For now.

“Okay, division of roles: Mio and I will survey outside until dusk. Lime stays here, base defense and security.”

“Yes!”

“’Kay!”

I nodded to them, then started assigning tasks to everyone else.

“Joy-san: dig through your memory. Anything you know about the Midnight Front, pull it up.”

“Y-yes!” he replied.

“Chiya-san: use what magic you can. Be ready for injuries or illness.”

“On it,” she said with a nod.

“Lugh-san, and the porters: organize supplies and calculate how long our provisions will last with this headcount.”

“Consider it done,” Lugh said.

They were still uneasy, but each of them had answered enthusiastically.

“Thank you, Lugh-san,” I added, meeting his eyes. “I’ll keep my promise.”

“!”

“For now, we haven’t confirmed the outside is safe, so no one leaves the deck. Tonight, we’ll eat and hold a report meeting. All right—dismissed!”

They would all do what we discussed.

Lime would keep the base tight. He was the kind of man who always left himself enough room to call us back if things went sideways.

Even if no one managed to cook lunch, Lime would handle it. He was that kind of man.

As for Mio and me, we kept our expressions casual, as if we were heading out for a stroll.

“All right. We’re heading out.”

We left the cottage behind with the air of people going to perform nothing more than an ordinary survey.
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I never would have imagined we’d end up coming to Kaleneon like this.

After leaving the cottage, Mio and I fulfilled our promise to Lugh by teleporting straight to Kaleneon. The climate couldn’t have been more different from Limia, where we’d just been. The Midnight Front had been warm despite being a swamp, with no sign of biting winds or snowfall anywhere. But here, you couldn’t even see the brown of the earth beneath your feet.

Part of the reason for that was that we were outside the city limits, but even so, this was snow country in its purest form. No, it went beyond that. It made you wonder whether hyumans could really live in a place like this at all.

We walked for a bit, just to see, and it quickly proved exhausting. The city was still a good several tens of minutes away on foot. We also had people waiting for us back in Limia.

We should just fly.

I’d deliberately avoided teleporting directly into the city, where Eva was. I wanted to stop by the border patrol’s winged folk and the misty lizardfolk clan first. And since snow was such a novelty, I thought it might be nice to walk a little.

It turned out to be a mistake.

Snow piled on both sides of the road, towering like walls, closing us in. The sense of confinement was oppressive.

Do they really do this every single day?

They must. Otherwise, the roads would be swallowed up by snow and vanish entirely.

The North is terrifying.

Though once you pushed deeper into demon territory, the snowfields turned into pure ice plains. The winds there were on another level entirely. Compared to that, Kaleneon was still livable—at least here, if you shoveled the snow, you could get by.

When you think about it that way, the Midnight Front almost seems like a pleasant place, so long as you ignore the black fog.

“Snow, snow, and more snow. Kaleneon is something else,” I muttered, thoroughly fed up.

Mio, on the other hand, was sparkling with enthusiasm.

“You can have shaved ice anytime, anywhere. Pour some sweet stewed fruit syrup over it, and even snow becomes a proper dessert, Young Master. I don’t dislike it at all.”

“Honestly, coming up with the idea of shaved ice in weather like this is something only you would do, Mio.”

To be fair, in Japan, I’m sure plenty of people have imagined something like what Mio just said at least once.

Especially elementary school kids. Or people who just really love shaved ice.

I, on the other hand, had already grown tired of the endlessly frosty scenery. After staring at it for only a few dozen minutes, I was in no mood for whimsical thoughts like that. Anyone whose daily routine included snow removal probably didn’t have the luxury of imagining desserts either.

“Normally, there’s the trouble of shaving the ice, but in a place where it falls this much, you could eat all you want,” Mio said cheerfully.

“If you eat too much at once, your head’s going to start pounding, Mio. At this rate, it’ll be the same scenery all the way to the city anyway. Should we fly?”

“Yes, Young Master. The demon territories had ice-based dishes, but I wonder what kind of food they have in Kaleneon. I’m looking forward to it.”

“I wouldn’t get your hopes up too much… Ah, though there might be something you’d like.”

“Really?!”

Somehow, it was only natural that a conversation starting from snow would drift into food; after all, I was with Mio.

While we talked, I decided to forgo flying in favor of teleportation and jumped straight into Kaleneon’s only city. I appeared on the second floor of the Adventurers’ Guild’s Kaleneon branch. Whenever I came to this city, this was usually my destination.

“Ah, a new adventur—” one of the receptionists immediately called out to us, but another quickly stepped in to correct them.

“Idiot! Those are people from the Kuzunoha Company! Welcome, Representative Raidou-sama, and Mio-sama of his guard!”

So, the first receptionist was new. Maybe they’d just been assigned to Kaleneon. Being sent here meant either they were highly capable or that something complicated was going on.

“We came to check on the state of the city. Where are Eva and Luria?” I asked.

“At this hour, both of them should be at the manor,” the second receptionist replied. “We’ve been experiencing an unusually heavy snowfall, and with the cold getting worse, they should be in the middle of a meeting discussing the situation.”

“So, this amount of snow really is more than usual. That’s a bit of a relief. I was worried this was normal.”

“It seems an enormous amount of manpower and money is being poured into snow removal,” he explained. “If we were to pour magic into it like water, we could manage a stopgap solution, but it’s easy to imagine the same problem recurring in the future. That’s why they’re apparently searching for a more fundamental solution.”

“You’re very well informed.”

“As the Adventurers’ Guild, we don’t consider situations where the city is cut off by snow every winter to be acceptable. We’re prepared to offer full cooperation toward an effective countermeasure. Of course, we’ve already received approval from higher up.”

“The Guild is a major force for this city—no, for the country as a whole. We look forward to continuing our cooperation.”

Moved by the way he threw himself wholeheartedly into his work, I found myself bowing and speaking politely without thinking.

“Likewise.”

If anything, he bowed even more deeply in return.

The Kuzunoha Company was involved in supplying most of the city’s goods, so we were treated with a fair amount of respect. Little by little, I was getting used to being handled this way.

Since they said the meeting was still ongoing, we didn’t use telepathy. Instead, we took our time observing the city as we headed toward the conspicuously large building that served as the administrative center. It had once been a fortress, but it had since been renovated and now functioned as Kaleneon’s de facto castle.

“It’s not just because of the snow,” Mio murmured as she looked out over the city, sounding bored. “It’s far too quiet.”

“Comparing it to Tsige or Rotsgard is unfair to begin with, Mio.”

“But there isn’t even a hint of liveliness.”

“Well, yeah.”

Mio was as blunt as ever, but she wasn’t wrong. Even if it wasn’t as bad as when we were walking between towering walls of snow, the moment we entered the city, there was still a sense of pressure, of being hemmed in. Snow continued to fall steadily, piling up in pure white layers, as if silently cornering the entire city.

The environment is just overwhelmingly different.

Apparently, the lands that Eva and Luria’s family had governed before weren’t anywhere near this snowbound.

Part of this was our responsibility, too; we’d had this city built here largely for our own convenience. If there was any way I could help, I wanted to.

“There’s no fertile ground here for good food to be grown,” Mio said flatly. “In its current state, this city isn’t newly born; it’s on the verge of dying.”

“Eva is doing everything she can, at least,” I said.

I agreed with the latter half of what Mio said. A place where good food is grown probably needs more than just resources; it needs energy, liveliness, or maybe even silence, depending on the case.

Mio’s instincts were sharp. She had a knack for seeing straight through to what really mattered.

After walking a little longer, a gate guard at the manor noticed us and straightened his back, greeting us formally.

“Raidou-sama, Mio-sama. Welcome.”

“We didn’t give any notice, but we came to see Eva and Luria. Do you think they’re available?” I asked.

If it wasn’t possible right away, we could always walk around the city a bit more. That was the easygoing thought behind my question.

After a brief pause, the guard stepped aside. He’d likely contacted someone via telepathy.

“We’ve been told that opinions from those who aren’t current residents may be especially valuable right now. I’ll escort you immediately.”

Guards and gatekeepers who were former adventurers and capable of using telepathy were a luxury. In Kaleneon’s case, staffing was still uneven, so specialized personnel like this existed in pockets.

The ones currently stationed here on assignment from the Demiplane were probably Ema or one of her companions.

Or maybe someone she and her friends discovered, either hyuman or demi-human.

Ema was busy managing the Demiplane’s day-to-day affairs, after all.

Escorted through the building by a highland orc who came to us from inside, we passed right by the meeting room… stopping in front of Eva’s private quarters.

Weren’t they supposed to be in a meeting?

Things must not be going well.

If I were in that room, just being there would probably make my stomach hurt.

When the orc knocked, a voice answered from inside.

“Come in.”

That was Eva’s voice. Even just from the sound of it, I could hear the exhaustion weighing on her.

“It’s been a while, Eva,” I greeted her as we stepped inside. “I hear this cold and snow have been giving you a hard time.”

She was older than me, but ever since coming to Kaleneon, she disliked it when I spoke to her formally. Back when it first started, the discomfort had been overwhelming. But now, I thought I was managing to talk to her naturally enough.

“Raidou-sensei.”

Seen face-to-face, Eva really did look worn down.

Her makeup, her hairstyle, her clothes—little imperfections had begun to creep into areas she would normally never neglect. If I were back in Japan, I wouldn’t have noticed any of it at all.

One of those useless-but-somehow-useful skills I picked up after coming here, I thought. Hyumans came equipped with it by default, apparently.
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“To be honest, we don’t have enough manpower,” Eva said with a heavy sigh. “Nor enough money to move people. We’re training individuals who can use magic suited for snow removal, but that isn’t something that can be done quickly. I know it’s something you shouldn’t do, but there are moments where I find myself wanting to give up and say, ‘It’s winter, after all… ’”

“So, development and land clearing haven’t progressed much then?” I asked.

“No. We’re maintaining and cultivating the fields we’ve already expanded, but we weren’t able to secure the acreage we originally planned.”

“With this much snow, I think that’s understandable.”

Snow meant cold, and cold meant frozen, hardened ground. Outside of a handful of crops that could handle snow-covered cultivation, it was a brutal environment.

“I think there are ways to deal with it,” Eva went on. “But the problem is my lack of experience and knowledge. If only I had studied how nobles with northern territories managed their lands back when I was one myself, things might be different. Truly,what was I even doing back then?”

There was no point in regretting it now.

She’s really exhausted. This muttering is starting to feel a little scary.

“Even Ema and the others we’ve dispatched from our side probably don’t have experience with snowfall on this scale,” I said carefully. “It’s the very first year. Rather than sticking rigidly to the initial plan, wouldn’t it be better to proceed at a reasonable pace?”

There should still be several years before Kaleneon would need to engage seriously with foreign nations. Rushing alone wouldn’t solve anything.

Suddenly, Eva raised her voice.

“That won’t work!!!”

“Huh?”

“There isn’t a single year we can afford to waste!” she snapped. “You understand how precious time is for Kaleneon, don’t you? You of all people, Raidou-sensei. I’m sorry for raising my voice. After everything you did, bringing us Stove Corn and Mangarl Orcs, and yet I…”

“N-no, it’s fine. But then, you have been able to deal with them, right?”

“Yes. After discussing it with everyone, we decided to use part of the Stove Corn for cooking research, and store the rest to begin cultivation next year. As for the Mangarl Orcs, preparations are underway to keep the entire herd within fenced enclosures.”

Given how unexpected this situation was, I’d thought that simply focusing on planning countermeasures this year would be enough. But the atmosphere made it clear that saying that out loud would be a bad idea.

“Ema and the others have been an enormous help,” Eva continued. “They introduced us to several vegetables that can adapt to the cold. While not all of them worked, we planted the ones suited to Kaleneon’s soil, and they grow quickly. They’ve become invaluable winter vegetables. Our true hope is Stove Corn, but with that, all we can do is wait.”

Wait.

Damn, I messed up.

If we’d had them bring entire plants with the surrounding soil rather than harvesting them, we could have acted immediately.

Still, if manpower was already this scarce, did they even have any leeway to prioritize specialty crops?

I was barely involved in the farming itself. All I really knew was that crops from the Demiplane required a lot of nutrients from the land, and that letting their seeds spread outside thoughtlessly could lead to consequences you really didn’t want to laugh about.

“That’s a crazy amount of snow,” I said. “You could probably lose track of where the fields even are. Although if the snow just melts from the heat of the Stove Corn, wouldn’t that turn the soil around it into a muddy mess?”

Snow wouldn’t simply vanish. Melted snow became water.

Would the fields even be usable?

They’d turn into something like rice paddies across the board.

Or worse, the water would seep into the ground, freeze underground, and make the situation even more disastrous.

“We’ve accounted for the water as well,” Eva replied. “There are compatible root vegetables we plant alongside it, so it isn’t a problem. We’ve also built channels to carry excess water away into the rivers. However…”

“However?”

“Once you get a little distance away from the fields, those channels themselves freeze over. And beyond that, all three rivers flowing around the city—including the most important one that we draw into the city—are currently frozen solid. They’re unusable.”

Um, frozen rivers?

The image was hard to grasp, and my thoughts stalled for a moment.

No, wait. Of course they’d freeze.

They were water. Flowing or not, in this cold, freezing was inevitable.

Even the demon ports became almost unusable from late autumn through spring. That was why they wanted an ice-free harbor so badly.

If the sea could freeze, then rivers could too.

“The lower layers don’t seem to be frozen,” Eva said, “so it’s not as if they’re completely unusable. As for daily water needs, we can always melt snow. That part can be managed, though I can’t deny it adds unnecessary labor.”

She pressed a hand to her forehead and let out a small sigh.

I see. In the end, it’s just a vicious circle.

A shortage of manpower and the snow and cold that were causing it in the first place. Everything was compounding the amount of work required.

If we could at least reduce the everyday hassle inside the city, things would feel a lot easier.

For example…

“If you have even the smallest idea,” Eva said, almost as if she’d read my mind, “I’d be grateful to hear it. Anything at all would be helpful.”

“If we can reduce how much manual labor goes into dealing with snow in the city and the fields,” I said, “that means people could spare time for other work, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then how about replacing the irrigation channels, water and sewer pipes, storage barrels and jars, even the roofs of houses, with materials that don’t freeze and give off a mild amount of heat?”

If the places where snow piled up were warm to begin with, the snow would melt as soon as it landed.

Your feet would be wet all the time, sure. But compared to the constant burden of snow removal, it seemed practical enough.

“We’ve already implemented that in some areas,” Eva replied. “It was a proposal from the dwarves. However, our production capacity is far too limited. On top of that, modifying houses and waterways that have already been built requires large-scale construction, so progress has been slow.”

“Oh. So, you’re already doing it.”

“Do you remember when you suggested, during your negotiations with the demons, that instead of hiding sewage channels in hard-to-see places, it might be better to bury them underground entirely?”

“I think I said something like that.”

“That comment inspired the dwarves,” Eva said. “They came up with ceramic pipes that generate heat and resist freezing once the temperature drops below a certain point. Now, those materials are being applied not only to piping, but also to roofs and construction supplies. However, production hasn’t caught up yet, so we likely won’t see tangible results until next year.”

So, that meant it wasn’t a solution to the current crisis. Measures were already underway, but only with an eye toward next year and beyond.

Guess that idea was too simplistic.

As expected of the eldwars.

We hadn’t been able to spare many people for Kaleneon, but even with their limited numbers, they were clearly giving it everything they had.

Man, maybe I really should seriously consider poaching more dwarves from the Lorel Union.

After all, Kaleneon itself supposedly had several volcanoes. From what I heard, that made it a fairly decent environment for dwarves.

Hm?

Volcanoes?

When you thought of volcanoes, you thought of minerals, ores of all kinds—

—and sulfur.

Oh!

Hot springs!

That was it.

Not dwarf living conditions. Not mineral resources.

This.

Memories from a long-ago family trip came flooding back all at once.

“Hot springs!”

The shout burst out of me before I could stop it. But it wasn’t just a whim; I’d had a flash of inspiration.

“Hot springs?” Eva repeated. “That’s a term used in Lorel, isn’t it? If I recall correctly, it refers to naturally heated water that wells up from the ground?”

She seemed to know what they were, but her reaction was underwhelming.

No, hot springs weren’t something you could explain with such a dry definition.

You soaked in them. Sometimes you even drank from them.

One of the souls of bath-loving Japanese culture—

Okay, that part can wait.

“Yeah. I’ll admit, it hurts a little to hear them reduced to ‘just warm water,’ but that’s what I mean.”

“And what about these ‘hot springs’?” Eva asked. “Don’t tell me you think they might exist here in Kaleneon?”

“There’s definitely a chance. But what I thought of wasn’t their existence; it was how to use them.”

“Um, hot springs have only ever been found in very warm regions, as far as I know. And even back when Kaleneon was still thriving, I never heard of anything like that. As for how to use them—Sensei, as you can see, winter in Kaleneon is hardly a situation where hot water would be bubbling up from the ground.”

Eva looked genuinely perplexed.

Are you listening to yourself? her expression practically said. It’s freezing.

Still, she didn’t dismiss the idea outright. She listened carefully to what I was saying.

“Hot springs exist in cold regions, too. Actually, temperature doesn’t matter that much. Where I went a long time ago, hot springs were used as an effective winter snow-removal method. After all, you’ve got a constant supply of warm water flowing year-round.”

“You’re saying that in that place, even though snow and ice piled up all around, warm water flowed constantly, steaming in the cold?”

Wow. She was giving me a seriously skeptical look.

Was that really so hard to believe here?

Still, it was more than worth trying.

“Exactly. And what matters right now isn’t bathing. If we can make warm water flow in places that freeze or get buried under snow, we’d solve a lot of problems. At the very least, we’d drastically reduce the amount of manual labor, right?”

“If it could be realized, yes,” Eva admitted. “Even the Adventurers’ Guild is overwhelmed. There are so many snow-clearing requests that it’s becoming difficult to even look for other work.”

“I’ll admit roofs are tricky, but major roads, or the channels that bring river water into the city for daily use, those should be manageable with this, shouldn’t they?”

The more I thought about it, the more viable it seemed.

Thanks, mysterious hot-spring town whose name I’ve already forgotten.

“So, what you’re saying, Raidou-sensei,” Eva said slowly, “is that in this situation, you want us to ‘go find hot springs’?”

Eva’s face screamed, Are you serious right now?

Do people really think I’m that unreasonable? I wondered.

For some reason, that stung a little.

I wasn’t saying we’d snap our fingers and solve everything. Even I understood that locating hot springs and figuring out how to channel them into the city wasn’t something that could be done overnight.

“No, we’ll handle locating them ourselves. And sure, construction on your side will be necessary. But looking at the city’s current state, that’s not something you can manage right now. The point is simply having warm water. If we can do that, you can get through the winter for the time being.”

“And where would this ‘temporary warm water’ come from?” Eva asked.

Her gaze was starting to look downright suspicious.

But this part—I wanted her to trust me on this part.

I’ve got a plan. One that could hold for at least a winter.

And for once, I’m confident about it.

“That’s covered too. Leave it to me. We can start tomorrow, or the day after at the latest. At cost.”

“If the Kuzunoha Company’s willing to take action, that will significantly reduce our burden. We can manage the expenses on our end as well. No, I understand. There are other matters we must continue pushing forward, and I trust your track record, Raidou-sensei. The stories of how you and Kuzunoha built a nation are already a staple topic in Kaleneon’s taverns.”

“Then let’s say the reward is covering costs and scrubbing both my name and the Kuzunoha Company’s name from those stories.”

“You should be proud of them.”

“I’m not emotionally prepared for that.”

If left alone, those tales would probably become inseparable from the founding of Kaleneon itself.

If possible, I’d prefer they rewrite it Jean d’Arc–style instead: how the exiled noble sisters Eva and Luria rose up and sparked a miracle.

※※※



All right. Let’s begin.

The Snow Country Hot Spring Project—

No, the first step toward revitalizing Kaleneon.

I’d asked Mio to collect Stove Corn plants, so we were splitting up for a short while. When I told her about the Mangarl Orcs as well, she’d (predictably) shown immediate interest.

With Mio gathering ingredients and cooking, Luria had been overjoyed. The two of them were probably deep into animated culinary discussions right now, tackling the preparation of precious ingredients together.

Getting a bit of Stove Corn to show Lugh could wait. If Mio found it, that would be more than enough. And even if I asked Eva, it would be better to do so after we’d resolved at least one problem. It would put everyone in a better mood.

So, here I was, about to dig for hot springs.

What’s more, I had the help of an unexpected special guest, so success was only a matter of time.

“Fuhahaha! How truly cold! It tightens the body nicely, Young Master!”

Special guest number one: the sealord, the Leviathan Whale—Selgei—was utterly unfazed, even amid the raging blizzard.

Since he was laughing it off, it was hard to tell just how cold he actually felt. Apparently, he’d spent time in the northern seas before, so this kind of chill was probably nothing to him.

Or so I thought.

“This is impossible. Absolutely impossible. I can’t move anymore, I can’t feel anything. I’m going to die, I’m being murdered by temperature.”

In stark contrast to Selgei, who appeared to be stark naked, there was a single girl bundled up in layers upon layers of clothing, sitting on the ground and trembling violently.

Levi, the scylla.

Her original home was supposed to be pretty far north, too, wasn’t it?

“Levi, you’re exaggerating,” I said. “You live in the ocean even during winter. Compared to that, the cold on land shouldn’t be that bad, right?”

Jumping into the winter sea would kill a normal person in no time. That was her everyday environment.

So, seeing her shivering like this on land honestly struck me as strange.

“With respect, Young Master,” Selgei said, stepping in to defend her, “this place is exceptionally cold. And with winds this strong, I would say it’s harsh even for most sea-dwelling races.”

Wait, is that really true?

When I looked back at Levi, she nodded vigorously.

Huh?

“Really? I figured that since you’re sea folk—and from the north, at that—you’d be fine with the cold. Besides, you were the one who insisted on coming along after hearing there were some fairly strong monsters around, weren’t you?”

After talking with Eva, I’d gone back to the Demiplane. By sheer coincidence, the sealord Selgei and several other sea-dwelling races had come all the way to the city where the manor stood, and that’s where the conversation turned to hot springs.

Selgei told us about underwater volcanic eruptions and places on the seabed where hot water and gas were released, raising the surrounding water temperature. And just like that, he ended up accompanying us to Kaleneon.

Apparently, among the sealords, there were even those who bathed in those heated waters.

Bathing under the sea, in hot water.

I honestly couldn’t wrap my head around what that sensation was supposed to be like.

Tagging along after that was Levi, the battle-junkie scylla, who’d apparently taken an interest in the monsters that lived in heavy snowfall regions.

Before we set out, she’d been the most fired-up member of the group back in the Demiplane. Now, she was the one in the worst shape.

The reason?

She was cold.

“Th-this is impossible. Fighting in a place like this is suicide. I want to go home. I wanna go home, Young Maaaster…”

Yeah. No way this is happening.

I sent Levi back to the Demiplane, shivering uncontrollably and wrapped in blankets.

Wow. Did not see that weakness coming.

Meanwhile, Selgei seemed to have zero desire to leave.

“Had my training been even slightly insufficient,” he said calmly, “I may well have ended up like her. Combat on northern landmasses would be fatal without proper conditioning. This has been a valuable experience.”

“Well then,” I said. “Shall we get going with the search?”

Instead of moving, Selgei looked at me and nodded repeatedly, clearly impressed.

“Uh. Something wrong?”

He’d been staring at me for a while now, so I couldn’t help but ask.

“No, I was simply admiring you,” he said. “As expected of the one we call our lord. To remain fully active in this level of cold without issue.”

“Coming from you, that feels a bit strange. You’re nothing like Levi.”

“I’m hardly comparable,” Selgei replied. “Among sea-dwelling races, we possess particularly advanced temperature-regulation abilities. But you’re different, Young Master. You are not meant to live underwater, yet you move through the water as naturally as we do. On land, you advance without hesitation through both extreme cold and extreme heat. And if your opponent is in the sky, you pursue them into the air itself. You have no enemies left. Absolute, all-terrain adaptability.”

Being told I have “terrain adaptability” makes it feel like I’m being treated as some kind of humanoid weapon…

Land, sea, air, space. All-terrain adaptability upgraded to Rank S.

No, no. This isn’t a robot simulation game.

“I wouldn’t call it adaptability,” I said. “I’m basically forcing it with magic.”

“At this point, I imagine you could move freely even through the sea of stars,” Selgei replied calmly. “Among us sealords, there is a legend: ‘One who perfects their abilities and continues to hone both body and soul with unwavering resolve shall become a hero who can adapt even to the starry sea.’ But still, truly impressive.”

This man is terrifying. He just took my joking “space” comment and ran with it.

Wait, sealords had legends like that?

They don’t turn into constellations or something when they reach that level, do they?

“Haha. Still, I was surprised myself,” I said. “I never expected sea folk to be weak against the cold.”

As we talked, Selgei and I were hiking up a mountain located a fair distance from Kaleneon. It wasn’t towering or overwhelming, but it was unmistakably a volcano.

The underground structures, magma flow, and water veins reminded me strongly of the hot spring regions I’d seen in the Lorel territories. That made me cautiously optimistic.

“Hmm, it’s not just cold,” Selgei said. “Races that live in water are, by nature, vulnerable to temperature fluctuations.”

“Really?”

“Even when we speak of the winter sea, the actual water temperature is often higher than the air. Conversely, in summer—something humans know well from swimming in seas and rivers—the water’s colder than the outside air. Throughout the year, changes in water temperature are gentler than those of air, and the overall range is much narrower.”

“That’s true.”

Selgei explained it with simple, relatable examples. Rather than overwhelming me with details, he seemed focused on helping me grasp the overall picture.

“The frozen river we saw earlier is another example,” he continued. “Water was still flowing beneath the ice. The surface froze because it was exposed to air colder than the freezing point of freshwater—but below, the water stayed liquid, allowing fish and other life to survive. Naturally, that environment is warmer than the ground we’re walking on now.”

“So, even if you live in the northern seas, it doesn’t mean you’re accustomed to the cold on land. Water itself is a more comfortable environment, temperature-wise.”

“Correct. Rivers sealed beneath thick ice, mountains dyed entirely white, places where blizzards never seem to end: such places are utterly unbearable for those who live underwater. In fact, every sea-dwelling participant in the Demiplane Rankings has struggled against the heat- and ice-based techniques commonly used by other races.”

For reference, the Demiplane Rankings were essentially mock battles held in arenas where the fiercest individuals of the demiplane competed across racial boundaries to test their strength.

I see… Water, huh.

“That’s enlightening. I’d just assumed that living in water meant cold didn’t bother you much,” I admitted. “Ah, probably around here. What do you think, Selgei-san?”

As we walked and talked, I suddenly felt a reaction and stopped in my tracks.

“That you can move without hesitation even in these conditions must be another sign of your uniqueness, Young Master. Please, allow me a moment. Hmm. Yes. It’s faint, but I do sense the presence of a bath rising from below.”

The fact that the sealord immediately equated hot springs with bathing was a little sad. But at the same time, I was genuinely happy that at least one race understood their existence.

Most other sea-dwelling races avoided the area, deeming it dangerous, and knew little about submarine volcanoes or hot springs as a result.

Land races weren’t much different.

Even the elder dwarves, despite knowing of their existence, apparently had no concept of using them for bathing.

In any case, Selgei’s confirmation was all I needed.

Now all that remained was to dig.

“Then, shall we give it a try? Oh. Looks like we’ve got company.”

“Good grief. If only Levi had endured a little longer. Though, given her state, movement was clearly out of the question,” Selgei said with a wry smile.

He then slowly assumed a stance.

A three-pronged spear taller than his own body leveled forward.

Three presences were approaching.

Hot spring excavation can wait, I thought. I can handle this one myself.

That said, this wasn’t the kind of opponent that warranted bringing out the Azusa Bow.

They seemed like ordinary monsters that simply lived on this mountain. Bridt would be more than enough.

Just as I was about to use magic, Selgei motioned for me to stand down.

“Young Master. Please, leave this to me.”

He didn’t look like someone who’d lose to this sort of enemy, so I figured it was safe to let him handle it.

I dismissed Bridt, and he gave a brief bow in thanks.

Guess I’ll get ready to dig.

All I had to do was take out the elder dwarves’ tools.

“If you’re going to mimic, at least do it properly!”

The moment he shouted that, Selgei thrust—

No. Not the spear.

His head.

It slammed into a white beast that had blended into the snow, reducing it to splinters and mist.

Calling it mimicry felt generous. It had practically dissolved itself into the snow. But in front of Selgei, that kind of subtlety didn’t matter.

Blue blood and chunks of flesh sprayed outward.

That headbutt is brutal.

There was nothing left of the monster’s original form.

Next, Selgei thrust his spear to the right.

He’d complained about poor visibility, yet he clearly had a perfect grasp of the enemies’ positions.

As if drawn into the spear’s path, a birdlike monster plunged down from the sky and was skewered clean through.

From head to torso, impaled straight through—the sizable bird burst from the inside, leaving nothing recognizable behind.

Simple. Efficient. Overwhelming.

Hm. One of them ignored Selgei and rushed straight at me.

Fast.

That movement… A snake?

“You impudent thing!” Selgei shouted.

The serpent froze.

Ah. Near the tail, its body had been pierced by the spear.

Then came a heavy thud, like the ground itself trembling.

Beside the writhing snake was—

A whale.

“Sei!!!”

Selgei’s fist crushed the snake’s head into nothing. Honestly, he probably could’ve left the spear behind entirely.

“Impressive.”

“No,” he replied calmly. “On land, and especially in a cold region, my movements and instincts dull. I must train even harder.”

That’s what you call “dulled”?

He annihilated them without a single scratch. The monsters around here were supposedly fairly strong, but they were no match for a sealord.

“R-right. Then I’ll start digging, so could you keep watch arou—whoa?!”

The spear in my hands, the Spiral Lance, suddenly began spinning.

Well, I mean, it was a spear with a drill-shaped blade. That much I’d expected.

Following the instructions I’d been given, I pointed it straight down, braced it firmly, and poured magic into the shaft, and it immediately began rotating.

No, I knew it would spin. The shape made that obvious.

But I thought only the drill part would rotate!

Instead, the entire thing—shaft and all—started spinning violently, which meant I was spinning along with it!

“Young Master?!” Selgei shouted.

“I—I’m okay!… Probably!”

I knew, intellectually, that I should just let go. But the sensation of being yanked outward by centrifugal force, combined with the sheer panic of being swung around, made me grip the shaft even tighter instead.

Reflexes don’t come with explanations. And since the drill wasn’t separating and spinning independently, a stray thought flashed through my head: if I forcibly stopped it, the spear itself might break.

This thing was absolutely not designed to be held while in use!

I should have asked for a much more detailed explanation of how it works!

“U—whoa!!!”

The drill bit dug deep into the ground, flinging dirt everywhere as it picked up speed and plunged straight underground.

Selgei’s voice was already far away, barely audible.

Shielding myself from the rocks and soil blasting up from below with my high-defense mana body, I let myself be dragged along, boring into the earth at full speed.

Aside from the dizziness, there wasn’t really a problem. But even so, I couldn’t keep tunneling underground forever.

I steeled myself and released the shaft.

The spear kept spinning for a while longer, but by the time I regained my sense of balance, it had come to a stop, embedded firmly in the ground.

That was one hell of an attraction.

For now, I looked upward.

“I dug pretty deep. If there’s no hot spring after all this, does that mean this spot’s a bust?”

I’d gone well past the planned depth. I should have hit the hot spring before reaching this far down.

“Did I drift off course? That’s possible. I had no idea what direction I was going mid-way; maybe I applied force at an angle at some point?”

I let my imagination run while standing in the strangely warm, humid air.

“Either way, I should head back up. If I just make a foothold, I can jump—wait. Warm air? Humid?”

Ah.

Looking up, I suddenly understood.

This was a hit, but the place I was standing in was very bad news. As if to confirm it, the dirt wall to my upper-left bulged unnaturally.

Then it collapsed.

A massive torrent of boiling water came crashing down from above.
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“That was close. The temperature’s pretty high. Going straight into the source would’ve been rough. Seriously, thank goodness for my mana body.”

Scalding, roiling hot water continued to fill the space.

As the water level rose, it naturally carried me upward. If I’d been exposed in the flesh, it wouldn’t have been a simple burn; it would’ve been fatal. Grateful for the ability that had spared me from that fate, I allowed myself a moment of relief. At least the first phase had gone smoothly.

The hot water burst from the hole ahead of me, and a moment later I followed, launching out and landing safely on solid ground.

“Welcome back, Young Master,” Selgei called down to me. “To think you would strike it on the very first attempt is truly impressive. I must admit, I never imagined that even in a place like this, a bath could spring forth.”

“It’s not a bath, it’s a hot spring,” I corrected him. “Looks like this spot has a lot more output than I expected. Making a proper channel might be a bit of work.”

“If there’s no need to rush, we can let the water pool there for now. As for the overflow, it can be left alone. This area is far from the city, and it won’t merge with any nearby rivers.”

“I see. You made a basin in advance. Thanks.”

Looking down, I spotted a brown, bowl-shaped depression carved into the terrain below. The hot water was already flowing into it.

“When you went underground, I thought it would be best to prepare some precautionary measures. Fortunately, the rock here was soft. Only a few strikes were necessary.”

Strikes.

With a fist? Or a headbutt?

The way he said it definitely didn’t sound like he’d used the spear, and for some reason, I didn’t want to ask for details.

Yeah. Selgei really didn’t need a spear. At all.

The distance was considerable, but we managed to secure a hot spring. Construction would come later. In the long run, this could become Kaleneon Hot Spring No. 1.

That said, considering the environment here and the distance to the city, keeping the water hot all the way there might be unrealistic. If it could at least reach the city without freezing, that would already be a win.

Did I underestimate this?

If that was the case, then the city itself would need—

Still surrounded by the unrelenting blizzard, I summoned the mist of teleportation back to town, my thoughts already turning to where we could source hot water to melt the city’s snow.
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The outskirts of the city of Kaleneon.

Before what looked like an utterly empty snowfield stood Eva, several elder dwarves, Selgei, and me.

Luria wasn’t there. Apparently, she’d come down with something and was out of commission. Lately, our timing had just been off. I hadn’t been able to see her much. Not that she never came up; Mio and Shiki mentioned her fairly often.

This time, though, there was no need to force her to come along, so I simply handed some medicine to Eva to pass on to her.

For a fleeting moment, I wondered if Mio had put her through some unreasonable ordeal, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

“Um, I’m sorry, what did you just say?” Eva asked, blinking at me.

“I said we’ve secured a hot spring. We can’t start construction right away, but we did manage to strike it. Hot water’s already gushing out in the mountains.”

“You climbed that mountain where the blizzard never lets up… and dug a hole?”

“Yeah. No one lives there yet, and it’s far from the city. You’re the one who said that area was fine to do whatever we wanted in, remember?”

“That’s true, but that area hasn’t even had its monsters cleared yet. Finishing something like digging in less than half a day is a bit—”

Eva still looked unconvinced when Selgei spoke up.

“Monsters aren’t fools, Eva-dono. Most of them understand the difference in our strength and keep their tails tucked between their legs. A few did attack us; either they were starving or simply foolish, but they posed no problem.”

I’d already introduced Selgei to Eva.

I’d expected her to be shocked at the sight of someone who could only be described as a whale-man, but instead she accepted him with a distant look in her eyes, saying, “If he works for the Kuzunoha Company, then at this point, anything goes.”

Yeah, I get it; when you hear “whale,” you definitely picture something bigger.

“So, was it Selgei-san who drove them off?” Eva asked.

“I was more than capable of handling them,” Selgei replied, nodding calmly.

The elder dwarves nearby murmured their admiration as they looked at him.

“Impressive indeed. In a blizzard like that, poor visibility gives monsters the advantage. Among them, Snow Lions that blend perfectly into the storm and nullify physical attacks are particularly troublesome. Then there are Icicle Flams, which launch pinpoint ambushes from pure white skies. And the Cyclops Serpent—silent, incredibly fast, swimming through snow like water—is a fearsome foe found only on that mountain. Seems you were fortunate enough not to encounter them, though even so, that volcano is notorious for harboring nothing but dangerous adversaries. Truly impressive.”

“Face any of those without prior knowledge, and you’re forced on the defensive straight away. Still, being at Young Master’s side suits you well.”

Praised so openly by the dwarves, Selgei bowed with clear humility.

“You flatter me. Much of the credit goes to this spear I received from your kin. And not encountering such formidable enemies was, no doubt, simple good fortune.”

From what they just described, I’m pretty sure we ran into exactly those three.

Most likely, those monsters attacked us because we intruded into what they considered their unquestioned territory: the instincts of apex predators defending their mountain.

Come to think of it, the shapes I picked up through Realm lined up perfectly with that description.

Now that I thought about it, the first monster Selgei reduced to splinters was the same type of lion that attacked us in the demon lands.

A body that looked like it was made of snow. Physical attacks passed right through it. Even after it was shattered, it reformed and attacked again.

That matched the dwarf’s description perfectly.

Even that kind of monster had been killed instantly by Selgei.

A silent prayer of thanks to the mountain’s “three great lords”… probably.

As the dwarves and Selgei drifted into animated talk about weapons and combat, I turned back to Eva and continued.

“So, that’s the situation. I’ll see if I can manage to draw the hot spring water all the way to the city before winter’s over. And in the meantime…”

“Yes?”

“This frozen area here, that’s the reservoir that’s currently unusable, right?”

When I gestured toward the snowfield in front of us, Eva nodded.

“It’s a bit far from the city, so maintenance has fallen behind. As it stands, it’s effectively unusable.”

“Perfect. Then I’ll start by melting it,” I said.

After giving a brief heads-up, I formed several fireballs and tossed them in.

Naturally, the snow and ice began to melt, and the snowfield gradually reverted to a reservoir.

Hmm. About this size, huh.

Seems just right for an experiment.

Watching the scene unfold, one of the dwarves muttered with heartfelt admiration.

“If only Young Master could come by every day, the snow problem would be solved once and for all. Just melting the snow in and around the city five or six times a day would do the trick.”

Well, that would be rough.

Each round would probably take at least thirty minutes.

“If it weren’t for Raidou-sensei,” Eva added quietly, “we’d need to tie up multiple spellcasters or adventurers for half a day just to accomplish what you did in a few seconds.”

The sigh she let out at the end was heavy, tired, and a little sad.

All right. Time to try phase two.

The hot spring excavation had gone well. Here’s hoping this part does too.

Reaching into my pocket, I took out a single crimson ring.

A discarded Draupnir, managed by the elder dwarves.

This ring absorbed my excess magical power. It started out white, gradually deepening to red as it filled.

Lately, it barely took a day for one to turn completely scarlet, and my pile of “used” ones had been growing at an alarming rate. They felt almost disposable, like used face masks.

Ema mentioned she was considering an impressive way to dispose of them.

If this works the way I’m hoping it will, I thought, this might end up being the perfect solution.

“That’s a Draupnir,” the dwarf said, frowning in surprise.

A white one would be one thing, but no one casually carried around a red Draupnir.

Eva observed the situation with narrowed eyes, her expression unreadable, while Selgei watched me with open curiosity.

I lifted the Draupnir slightly into the air and poured in more of my magic. I gave direction to the power stored inside, forcing the ring into a state where it continuously activated a simple spell on its own.

Before long, its surface began to glow: bright, vivid, like iron inside a blast furnace.

Yeah, yeah. This should work as a long-term heat-emitting device. To keep a reservoir warm through the winter in this climate, this much output is necessary.

“All right, just in case, set up some defenses,” I ordered. “I don’t think it’ll be dangerous, but still. Eva, stay with me. Dwarves, I’d like you to stay behind Selgei.”

“Got it.”

For some reason, Selgei’s expression grew solemn. He waved the dwarves back and stepped forward himself, taking point.

Eva stayed close, guarded by the arms of my mana body.

All right, then—

“Here we gooo!”

“?!”

Selgei’s tension spiked instantly.

Why?

Puzzled, I tossed the magma-colored ring toward the surface of the water.

?!

The moment it left my hand, the ring’s output surged—and then began to glow intensely.

The instant it touched the water, a deafening sound erupted.

I had no idea what exactly had happened, only that the noise and shock were overwhelming.

Steam, or maybe snow, blasted into the air, completely swallowing my vision in white. I couldn’t tell up from down.

This isn’t right.

I’d expected the water to heat up, maybe even boil violently. I’d assumed some splashing at worst. But this was clearly something else entirely.

“What in the world just happened?”

After a short while, our surroundings fell silent again.

Once I confirmed that Eva, the dwarves, and Selgei were all unharmed, I slowly turned my gaze back toward the reservoir.

The snow around it had been completely erased by the blast of heat, exposing bare brown earth.

The reservoir itself looked like it had been forcefully gouged outward, enlarged beyond its original size. Oh, and all the water inside it was gone. The ground at the bottom glowed a deep, vivid red.

It looked almost like lava.

Did that ring seriously overdo it?

Okay, jokes aside, even accounting for “winter specifications,” this was way too much.

I didn’t understand what caused the explosion, but whatever it was, it had instantly vaporized all the water. The ring itself had fallen to the bottom. Strangely enough, it didn’t seem to have been blown away by the blast.

So, the ring was probably melting the ground with the heat it was generating.

I could see it floating on the surface of what looked like molten rock, but the sudden, violent shift in its state after leaving my hand made it feel dangerously unstable.

Worried about Eva, the one with the lowest combat resilience among us, I checked on her again.

As expected of someone who carried the burden of running a country, she was holding herself together. Her lips were pressed tightly into a straight line, but she wasn’t letting any shock show on her face.

“This wasn’t supposed to be an explosive experiment,” I said with a strained laugh. “Haha…”

No reaction.

Uh-oh. Did I make her mad?

“That aside, what on earth was that?” I muttered.

“If one were to cast an object emitting that much heat onto the surface of water, then what occurred was a perfectly ordinary phenomenon, Young Master,” Selgei replied, his expression slightly stiff.

Ah.

So, that’s why he’d been so tense.

Once again, I’d been blindsided by common sense in another world.

Heat-generating vegetables. Exploding water.

Nothing about this place is reasonable.

“I see. So, you anticipated it,” I said.

“It was relatively controlled until midway through, so I thought it might be fine. Still, it was good that we prepared ourselves mentally.”

Meaning there was a chance it would work while I was still holding it.

My intention was simple: let the ring emit steady heat until it ran out of stored magic, turning the water flowing into this reservoir into warm water. If the existing waterways froze further down, we’d only need to modify those sections leading into the city, at least enough to get through the winter.

Instead, I’d completely failed.

Worse, I’d destroyed an entire reservoir.

I’ll have to fix this during winter too, alongside the hot spring project.

“Eva, I’m sorry,” I said. “As you can see, this was a failure. I’ll make sure it’s repaired, and I’ll also ask around for other ways to deal with the cold and snow.”

“…”

“Eva?”

Something was wrong.

She hadn’t moved her gaze at all. Not once.

“Excuse me.”

One of the dwarves walked over to her and, without hesitation, poked her cheek with the head of his hammer.

Even if he was short, that was still a terrible thing to do to a woman.

I expected her to snap at him, but she didn’t react at all.

Huh?

“She’s fainted,” the dwarf said matter-of-factly. “Given the size of that explosion, it’s hardly surprising; even we were taken aback.”

We really need to do something for Kaleneon.

Dragging her out here only to knock her unconscious with an explosion—and on top of that, making the situation worse—was far beyond unacceptable.

I had to find a way to make use of this place, to turn it into something like recovery rather than pure damage.

Staring at Eva, who still stood upright, eyes fixed forward as she remained unconscious, I made that vow with complete seriousness.
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According to Mio’s report, she’d managed to secure both Stove Corn and Mangarl Orcs in the forest. There’d be no need to ask Eva to release any of Kaleneon’s stored reserves after all. Hearing that, I finally felt a weight lift off my shoulders.

That should make it possible to secure Lugh’s cooperation as well.

With various loose ends finally starting to come together, I returned to the guild, only to find Tomoe waiting there.

“Oh! Young Master! I gratefully perused the memories from the archive of the Greater Dragon Lyca. I’ll give you a full report later, but such matters are trivial.”

“Hey.”

They’re trivial now?

She and Shiki had looked downright delighted as they pored over them together.

Which meant—yes. One vote for this being something troublesome.

“I heard it from that Selgei fellow! That you unearthed a hot spring in Kaleneon’s snowy mountains!” she exclaimed.

“O-oh. Yeah, I dug one up,” I nodded. “Thought it could help with winter countermeasures, and maybe become a local specialty too. Though I’ve hit a bit of a wall.”

Isn’t that information spreading way too fast?

It’s not like I’d told him to keep it quiet or anything, but still.

Selgei, at this point, aren’t you basically a gossip-loving housewife by the well?

“Hot springs! Therapeutic baths! Kusatsu, Hakone, Atami! Hot springs!” she shouted.

“You’ve looped back to the start, Tomoe.”

“I would very much like to soak… at leisure.”

Her tone suddenly dropped to a calm murmur.

And yet, her entire body was still radiating an ever-intensifying something.

“I get it. I really do. But before anyone bathes in it, we need to check the mineral content and do some construction work. We’ll probably be able to manage something by spring. The source itself is too hot as-is, so we’ll need to dilute it. And at that point, it might actually be easier to draw the hot water down to the river below. Either way, it’s not happening today.”

“If it’s just fresh water, even if it’s hot, it’ll only boil at worst. We can manage somehow,” Tomoe said confidently.

“No, we really can’t. And even if we rushed to make a hot spring like that, the only ones who could actually use it would be you guys, wouldn’t it?”

Bathing while protecting yourself with a mana body didn’t really count, at least as far as I was concerned.

“Mm. So, it’s no good?”

“Just wait. If you want one that badly, why not look for a volcano in the Demiplane instead? That way it’d be easier to modify the area and gather manpower.”

“I already searched for one,” Tomoe admitted. “But there doesn’t seem to be a suitable candidate. Even when we dig in places that meet the conditions, all we get are ores or gemstones at best.”

She’d already tried.

That really is just like her.

The fact that she already knew about hot springs in the first place, and had gone as far as acting on it, was impressive in its own right.

But was it really that difficult?

I hit one on my first try…

Maybe hot springs just didn’t exist in the Demiplane.

I should probably ask around a bit more.

The sealords like Selgei actually knew what hot springs were. There might be something similar in the seabed. If we found one, we could always drain away the seawater and create something hot-spring-like on the ocean floor.

Whether Tomoe would accept that is another matter entirely.

Asking the animals in the Demiplane—bears, wolves, and the like—might also be worth a shot. There was a chance they already knew of a place where hot water welled up.

After all, back in Japan, there were hot springs that even monkeys and deer used.

“Tomoe, did you really come all the way here just because you wanted to soak in a hot spring that badly?”

“Absolutely!” she declared. “I would bring warmed sake with me, sit back, and enjoy snow-viewing drinks! Such a first hot spring would be the height of bliss for me! And with Kaleneon blanketed in snow—and a hot spring already discovered—well, I simply could not restrain myself!”

Tomoe writhed as if she were suffering from some kind of withdrawal.

She’d been unusually serious and pensive lately, but Tomoe was still Tomoe.

Recently, she’d apparently taken a liking to that monk from Deadly Acupuncture and Moxibustion Medicine, which probably only made hot springs even more alluring to her. Even I’d felt the pull when reading all those recurring hot-spring therapy scenes…

Yeah.

Watching Tomoe like this was starting to make me want a soak, too.

All right. We could shelve the grand hot-spring utilization plans for later. For now, we’d at least analyze the mineral content, and if it looked safe to bathe in, maybe we could just build a simple rock bath.

“Okay then, Tomoe. First, check the composition and see if it’s usable. If it looks safe, you can gather whoever’s available from the Demiplane and build a rock bath ahead of time. However! Anyone who participates will also have to help with Kaleneon’s hot-spring-related civil engineering work later, so no forcing people. Mio and I still have some unfinished business in Limia, so we won’t be able to help right away.”

“Of course!” Tomoe replied instantly. “We were starting to feel stuck on our end as well. This is exactly what we needed!”

“You mean that report you mentioned earlier?”

“Yes. Shiki and I discussed it, and we concluded that anything further would require your approval and cooperation, Young Master. Now then: wait for me, hot springs!”

With that, Tomoe dashed off at full speed.

She was noisy, but when she had that look in her eyes, she was dependable. In that sense, it was a relief.

Still, the fact that she was postponing that report meant it was probably a headache-inducing problem.

“Oho, Young Master.”

—Or so I thought, when Tomoe suddenly poked her head back in through the door.

“What?”

“Since I’ve received your permission, does that make this an order from you—no, a request from you, Young Master?”

“Well, I’m not planning to push anyone, so yeah. A request.”

“It’s been a while since I last got a request from you, Young Master. Target: two days!”

This time, she really did sprint off.

Two days?

Wait, don’t tell me she means building the hot spring?

No, that couldn’t be right. I’d just said we needed to do an analysis first.

Besides, that mountain was buried in blizzards with terrible visibility; work there wouldn’t be easy. And it’s not like everyone in the Demiplane was free either. Construction was still ongoing in the first city where my home was, and the coastal city was in the middle of land preparation.

So, two days probably just meant getting started.

Probably.

As I was thinking that, hurried footsteps echoed down the hall.

“Young Master! I’ve heard!!!”

Why does this feel familiar?

The tone and phrasing were slightly different, but it was practically a replay of what I’d just experienced.

“Ema?”

This was unusual.

Even when she came to see me, Ema usually did so by appointment. I was the one who’d casually talk to her when we happened to cross paths, but she always made sure to schedule things properly.

For her to burst in like this was rare.

And she’d even brought dwarf craftsmen with her.

Okay, now this really might be serious.

“Ema. What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I heard it from Selgei!”

Even Ema?

Is this about the hot spring, too?

Man, hot springs were popular.

There had to be one somewhere in the Demiplane too. Maybe I should start searching in earnest.

And Selgei, your information-spreading ability is basically SNS-tier, isn’t it?

“You mean the hot spring?” I asked. “I already gave Tomoe permission, so she’ll be handling that—”

“You used a Draupnir, didn’t you?!”

“Eh? Dra…”

… upnir?

No, wrong one.

So, it wasn’t the hot spring after all.

“I heard you threw it into a reservoir in Kaleneon.” Ema’s expression was deadly serious.

Yeah. Definitely a different issue.

“Ah, that. Yeah, I did. It ended in a pretty spectacular explosion. Total failure,” I explained.

“You tried to use the ring to heat the reservoir water?” she asked with surprise.

“Yeah. I thought it might work as an automatic hot-water generator during winter.”

I really didn’t expect that result.

The water vanished, the reservoir was damaged, and (maybe from the blast) something like a superheated air mass slammed into us. As a result, the surrounding snow melted, turning the ground into a muddy mess.

When that froze again, it’d be another headache.

To be precise, I really messed up.

“As I reported before,” Ema said, “several of us, including myself, have been investigating ways to repurpose the magic accumulated in Draupnirs slated for disposal. Simply discarding such difficult-to-handle rings is both wasteful and potentially dangerous.”

Right. I remembered now.

Ema had been looking for uses beyond outright disposal. If handled improperly, Draupnirs could become hazardous, which made their processing tricky.

Her original goal had been to adapt them for uses such as city lighting, workshop power sources, and maintaining various barriers.

“I should’ve checked more thoroughly before using it,” I admitted. “I tested one beforehand, and it worked fine without going out of control, so I got careless. I should’ve tested what happens when it’s submerged in water too.”

“Given that it’s you, Young Master, I assumed you weren’t injured. But even so, I panicked a little. Draupnirs are extremely troublesome rings. Please be careful with them.”

“So, they really are tricky to handle. Yeah, it felt unstable.”

“Giving the stored power an attribute or direction works well up to a point. The problem arises when the output exceeds a certain threshold, or when the ring leaves the creator’s hand.”

“Then it goes berserk all at once.”

“When the output remains within a manageable range, and the ring is kept in hand, all kinds of processing are remarkably easy,” Ema continued. “However, once it enters a dangerous threshold, the attributes and specifications previously applied remain intact while the output spikes all at once. From there, it oscillates wildly, eventually exceeding its limit and exploding. That’s the usual pattern.”

That’s insanely spiky.

I got it then.

When I tried to turn it into an automatic heating device, the moment it left my hand and became unstable, the power skyrocketed, causing that mess.

So, once it’s not being held, it throws a tantrum.

Like a spoiled kid.

Huh?

Wait.

Something doesn’t add up.

“Hold on, Ema. Just a second. In my case, the ring itself didn’t explode, did it?”

That’s right. Even now, that reservoir was basically a mini magma pool.

“That’s exactly it! That’s why I rushed here!”

Ah, so that’s why she’d shown up without an appointment.

What I’d done had been a failure, sure, but it was also an irregular result.

“Please, tell us exactly what happened. Every detail.”

From behind Ema, an elder dwarf leaned forward eagerly.

“May this old man sit in as well, Young Master?”

“You too?” I asked.

“At present, we’ve only just managed to find a single viable use for your rings through cooperation with Ema. But if we hear the details of your recent experience, it may dramatically expand the range of applications. At least, that’s what my old craftsman’s intuition tells me.”

“Out of curiosity, what is that current use?”

“It would be quicker to show you. Hey!” the eldwar called out toward the back.

His voice wasn’t loud, but he received a spirited reply almost immediately, and another dwarf appeared.

Upon noticing Ema and me, the dwarf bowed deeply.

“Bring that,” the eldwar ordered.

“On it!”

The younger dwarf disappeared into the back, then soon returned carrying a long, cloth-wrapped bundle.

“Show him.”

“Yes!”

When the cloth was pulled away, what emerged was a spear, but not a spiral lance.

It was strange.

The tip was thick and conical, like a heavy lance meant for use on horseback.

And yet, the shaft itself was long.

The base of the cone was shaped like a shallow bowl, cradling what looked like a crystal sphere, protected within it. From there, the shaft extended backward.

If the tip had been slimmer and straight, it might have passed for a javelin, but this was something else entirely.

What on earth is this thing?

“We’ve named it the Explosive Spear,” the eldwar said. “We plan to distribute them to the winged folk.”

“Explosive spear.”

“As you can see, there’s a transparent spherical component here,” he continued, pointing at the crystal-like part.

“Yeah.”

“That’s where we set a Draupnir slated for disposal.”

“I see.”

“After that, you just throw it. Once the lance portion detects an impact above a certain threshold, the ring activates and detonates.”

So, that’s why it was called an explosive spear.

I had to admit, it made sense. If you were going to weaponize something that explodes, a thrown weapon was the most straightforward option.

It must have been incredibly difficult to make it practical, though. If something like that went off in your hand, it’d be a catastrophe.

“We got the idea from your comment about using a ring to enhance Bridt’s destructive power,” Ema added. “Based on that, we asked the dwarves to prioritize developing a weapon that could immediately respond to such use.”

Right, I had mixed a ring into Bridt to boost its power.

A weapon that explodes while you’re holding it is a terrible idea, but one you throw? That I could understand. As a use for an unstable ring, it was simple and logical.

“It can’t be used outside of combat,” the eldwar continued, “but on the battlefield, it allows us to dispose of one ring per strike.”

Since the rings were something we wanted to get rid of anyway, using them with a discard-and-forget mindset was actually appealing.

It was a rational approach.

If Ema endorsed it, it meant that even if it differed from her original plan, she still recognized its value.

“However,” Ema said, her tone sharpening, “the Draupnir you threw into the reservoir appears to be stable while drifting through molten rock. We should absolutely go observe it directly. But based on what you did and the conditions at the time, if there’s a way to suppress the ring’s runaway behavior…”

The eldwar smoothly took over.

“Then applications in daily life, those we originally envisioned, become possible once more. In that case, Draupnirs would transform from troublesome waste into a truly magnificent resource. A dream scenario, one might say.”

Naturally, that would open the floodgates for tool development to match.

Considering I was the source continuously producing these rings, that was incredibly welcome news.

There was no reason not to cooperate.

“If my mistake can help, then…”

With that, I went into painstaking detail, recounting the entire disastrous experiment from start to finish.
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“For example,” Shiki said out of the blue, “what do you think would happen if you threw water into oil that’s been heated to a very high temperature?”

“It’d be extremely dangerous. Whoever did it would probably get badly burned. Worst case, it’d start a fire. What kind of example is that supposed to be, Shiki?”

“Then why does that happen?”

“Because water and oil don’t mix. If you do something like that, the hot oil can splatter everywhere and turn into a disaster. That’s why you have to be careful not to let water get into the pan when you’re frying food. Even a tiny amount can be dangerous.”

“And do you know,” Shiki continued calmly, “what phenomenon this textbook would classify that as?”

“Physics, or chemistry, maybe? If you’re going to pull out books, Shiki, you should be using a cookbook instead.”

Honestly, what was he up to, suddenly pulling out a stack of dense-looking textbooks like that?

What happens when you pour water into hot oil is basic common sense. It’s written right there in any book about cooking; no need to drag out academic texts.

At the moment, we were on the outskirts of Kaleneon.

Shiki, Ema, the elder dwarf, and I were all at what used to be a reservoir—now a scorched, altered site—along with Luria, who was looking much better now that she’d recovered.

Shiki had come to report the results of his analysis of the black mist from the Midnight Front directly to me, and had ended up tagging along in the process.

Though if I’m honest, I suspect he also just wanted to see the much-discussed “strange Draupnir phenomenon” with his own eyes.

Just like before, the Draupnir floated gently within the magma, swaying as it emitted a steady glow.

There was no sign of it going berserk.

It had gone wild the moment it left my hand, and yet now, it was perfectly calm. I still had no idea why.

If Ema, the eldwar, or Shiki can figure this out, that’d be a huge help.

Even if Shiki was currently steering the conversation in a strange direction.

While Ema and the other two stood near the pool, peering into it, Shiki and I sat a little apart on a rough wooden bench.

We were supposed to have returned to the Midnight Front by now. Half a day ago, even.

I’d already contacted Lime and received a report saying that things were stable for the moment.

But still, Limia folk are really delicate mentally.

Staying two nights felt risky.

I should head back at least once today, somehow.

As for what I could bring back as the result of this trip, the investigation into that black mist would be enough.

Unfortunately, it hadn’t turned out well.

It closely resembled the gaseous lifeform that had once flowed from the Wasteland into Lorel and caused damage there. A swarm of microscopic magical organisms that invaded living beings, disturbed their minds, and slowly destroyed their bodies from the inside.

What I hated most was the fact that it wasn’t a naturally occurring substance. It had been created through magic. Which meant someone had deliberately scattered it in large quantities across the Midnight Front.

I’d say there was a nine and ten chance that it was the same bastard who staged that grotesque “face” performance.

“Young Master. There are many differences, of course, but the explosion Selgei described would likely occur even in your original world.”

“Huh?”

My thoughts were pulled back from Limia by Shiki’s voice.

Right. I’ve been carrying too much in my head again.

Still, depending on how things unfold, the Midnight Front might actually become a chance to improve relations with the Hopleys family and my senpai. I’d do what I could.

“Something close to a steam explosion, I believe. Are you familiar with the term?” Shiki asked.

Steam explosion.

I’d definitely heard that phrase before.

Probably in a novel or manga, though.

Did we ever cover it in class?

I clearly remembered the term dust explosion. And the story about canaries in coal mines; that was something my teacher had shared as trivia back then.

Apparently, those kinds of explosions were fairly common in old mines, and they were a well-known cause of death among miners.

Steam explosion, huh.

Wait, could it be…

“Ah. You mean the thing you were getting at earlier? Like when you pour water into hot oil?”

“Yes.” Shiki nodded. “Chemically, they’re quite similar. The basic explanation of a steam explosion is that water comes into contact with a substance at extremely high temperature and vaporizes instantaneously.”

Instantaneous vaporization?

Oh. So, it flashes into steam all at once.

That made sense.

The Draupnir had clearly been at a much higher temperature than I’d anticipated when it fell into the reservoir—and then that explosion happened.

The result: the water was completely gone, and the bottom of the reservoir had turned into something resembling molten lava.

The whiteout that stole our vision must have been the steam from the water’s vaporization.

Honestly, I never would have guessed Shiki studied physics. And even less that I’d end up on the receiving end of the lecture.

I don’t mind calculations, but as subjects, physics and chemistry belonged squarely in the “things I’m not great at” category.

Still, this is kind of embarrassing.

“Even if a single ring became an extremely high-temperature heat source, I can’t say for certain whether it should have produced an explosion on that scale,” Shiki explained. “I couldn’t find any established formulas for calculating the explosive energy involved. More importantly, under normal circumstances, the ring itself should have been caught up in the blast and hurled away somewhere. Yet the Draupnir remains at the bottom of the reservoir. So, while a steam explosion is the closest physical analogy, that’s all it is: an analogy. When Selgei said it was ‘only natural,’ I believe this phenomenon is what he was referring to.”

That was true.

If the ring had touched the surface, caused the water to flash into vapor, and triggered an explosion, then logically the ring should’ve been flung away by the shockwave.

It wasn’t especially heavy, after all.

That explosion might be explainable through science, but there was no denying that fantasy elements were mixed in here and there.

It really was unexpected.

Also, seriously, Selgei was terrifying.

To think he understood a phenomenon most humans probably didn’t even know about.

“So, it wasn’t supposed to reach temperatures that high in the first place. Guess it really was just an unfortunate accident. I had it under control when I tested it in hand, but yeah, this is tricky. Steam explosion, huh. I’ll remember that,” I said.

“When water vaporizes, its volume increases by over a thousand times compared to its liquid state. Furthermore, given the heat of the ring, it’s likely hydrogen was also generated, which could have ignited and caused an additional explosion. That possibility can’t be ruled out. Even so, based on the current conditions, the power involved still seems…”

Shiki’s explanation was starting to cross the boundary of what I could comfortably follow.

I’d studied plenty in my own way, but my life had basically been devoted to archery.

If we took a test right now, yeah. I’d probably score lower than Shiki.

Still, how did he manage to pick up this level of specialized knowledge just from textbooks, without a teacher?

Yeah. Shiki really is incredible.

“All right, I get what happened back then. So, what should we do about that now? Eva and the others won’t be able to deal with it. Maybe the safest option is to remove it and bring it back to the Demiplane.”

If possible, I’d like to make use of it somehow. But after causing such a stir, just hauling it away with an apology felt way too irresponsible.

“It appears to be quite stable. For that reason, I believe it would be best to consider utilizing it here as it is,” Shiki said.

“A magma pool near the city doesn’t sound dangerous?” I asked.

“Together with the hot spring discovered in the mountain, it will become a great boon to Kaleneon. And while it’s ‘near,’ it’s not within a distance where kids from the city could wander over. Any adult foolish enough to fall in here wouldn’t have lived long anyway, so it’s not worth worrying about.”

“Hmm.”

“This heat can be put to use. The snow around the pool has already melted, and the ambient temperature is higher. For the time being, it can serve as a snow disposal site for Kaleneon. At present, piles of cleared snow are forming all over the city. Left as they are, they’ll start interfering with the city’s functionality.”

A snow disposal site!

I see, so that’s the angle!

Encouraged but still cautious, I voiced a lingering concern.

“But isn’t it too far to haul snow out here? The narrow streets are already buried, and it’s true they need a place to dump it, but still.”

In Japan’s heavy-snow regions, did they use water channels to melt snow? Or maybe vacant lots to pile it up temporarily?

If you’ve never lived there, you wouldn’t really know.

The place I grew up, Nakatsuhara, was basically urban. Snow fell maybe once every few years, and even then, just a few centimeters. Naturally, there were no real preparations for it.

In fact, I distinctly remembered how trains and buses descended into total chaos whenever it snowed.

When I was little, snow was just fun. But when it hit during my high school entrance exams, it was brutal.

I remember sitting on the bus, feeling like I was being held hostage.

“Given this distance, all it would take is some proper maintenance work using adventurers and dwarves,” Shiki said. “If they stay cooped up in the city, their skills will dull anyway. And the hot spring Tomoe-dono is working on will likely require underground piping, so it’ll be some time before hot water can actually be brought into the city.”

Using the hot spring directly to melt snow had always been a plan for next winter, so that wasn’t an issue.

But instead of making it an open channel, running the hot spring through buried pipes could work.

As I was considering whether or not to relay Shiki’s proposal to Eva, Ema, and the eldwar, who’d been observing the pool, walked over. Luria followed a moment later.

“Young Master.”

“Ema, eldwar. Did you find anything?”

“Yes,” the elder dwarf answered. “Thank you for bringing us here. That Draupnir has stabilized into a device that converts the magical power stored inside it into heat. At the very least, we believe it will maintain its current state for around five years.”

Five years.

That was longer than I expected.

“However,” he continued candidly, “we were unable to determine the precise process by which it reached this state. After discussing it with Ema, we were hoping you might be willing to attempt the same procedure several more times in the Demiplane, under similar conditions, to see if you can produce another Draupnir like this.”

“I see. Repeating the experiment under comparable circumstances, and seeing if something similar turns up.”

That was one approach. I didn’t dislike simple trial-and-error.

I’d briefly considered scooping it out with that arm, the one that had blocked the Greater Dragon Luto’s ridiculous breath, and bringing it back, but no. That wasn’t the right move.

Since Shiki was also saying it would be better used here in Kaleneon, we’d leave both the magma and the ring where they were.

“If we can observe the process from the moment it’s created and study it from the ground up, I’m confident we’ll be able to make proper use of Draupnirs before long,” Ema added earnestly.

“At this depth, it can already serve as a snow disposal site,” the eldwar said. “And if we dig it deeper, it could even become a place that produces hot water.”

“If we dig it deeper,” I repeated, “it can even serve its original purpose as a hot-water source.”

Oh, so it can be used for warm water after all!

That’s fantastic. Seriously, thank you, everyone!

“Got it,” I said with an enthusiastic nod. “Once you’ve prepared a suitable location, let me know. I’ll give it another try.”

“Thank you very much!”

No, thank you.

“As for this former reservoir, as Shiki suggested, I’ll have Eva consider using it as a snow disposal site. The mountain project will be handled solely by the Kuzunoha Company, so we can still make use of adventurers there.”

“Yes. Thank you for hearing us out,” Shiki said, inclining his head.

Frankly, I was the one who should’ve been bowing, but he beat me to it.

The hot spring was a success. The reservoir was a disaster at first, but we somehow managed to find a viable use for it.

“Raidou-sensei!” Luria chimed in as soon as the discussion ended. “So, that bright red fire-pool will stay like that for a while, right?”

“Luria. You just recovered, and you’re already this energetic?” I asked with a smile.

“Of course! Seeing something like that really gets the blood pumping!”

She was positively buzzing, holding her heavy winter coat over her arm instead of wearing it.

To be fair, the area around the pool was warm enough that thick cold-weather gear would make you sweat.

“Blood pumping, huh,” I muttered.

“I thought this even back when you two were customers at our shop,” she continued, “but everything you do is completely beyond imitation, Sensei.”

“Hey now, when it comes to the Ironclad, Shiki was far more outrageous than me.”

“You mean the cream hot pot? That one certainly filled a very specific demand in an almost pathological way. Personally, I still don’t understand the appeal at all. Even Mio-san—Mio-sama—called it a monstrosity.”

“Yep. That’s the correct reaction.”

“We’ve made variations here using local ingredients, cream stews, thick soups, and such, but we don’t make them sweet.”

“Right, right. Stew, I can understand.”

“Just a little further past here, in that forest,” Luria said brightly, pointing ahead, “there’s a delicious bird we use for dishes like that. If we improve the road from the city and make this place a proper base or rest stop, we’ll be able to secure a lot more ingredients. I’m really excited about it!”

In the direction she indicated, a stretch of forest spread out beyond the snow.

If you treated this place as a midpoint from the city, it would easily fall within hunting range.

A hunting base, a rest station…

That was another angle I hadn’t considered.

A deep winter forest didn’t exactly scream “blessings of nature,” but if there were edible birds in there, it was more than worth the effort.

“A bird, huh?” I said thoughtfully. “By the way, is something like a Snow Bird tasty?”

I was thinking of the one Selgei skewered when we went to dig for the hot spring.

If it tasted good, maybe I’d ask him to bring one back next time.

“Sensei,” Luria replied, “those only live on the demon mountain. You have to enter that place to hunt them, so I’ve never actually cooked one.”

“Oh, I see.”

“The Ares Birds in that forest are troublesome enough, but they’re not impossible to hunt.”

“Ares Bird? That sounds even more dangerous than Snow Bird.”

Ares, like a war god or something.

“Compared to Snow Birds? Not at all.” Luria laughed lightly. “In summer, their bodies turn bright red, and they move in flocks, so they’re a pain to take down. Individually, though, they’re not very strong. In winter, they turn pure white and move sluggishly through the snow. They’re harder to spot, but easier to hunt than in summer. And just so you know, their flavor changes with the season. Both are delicious.”

White in winter?

What are they, ptarmigans?

So, they were easier to hunt in the winter, but harder to spot.

A mildly annoying bird, all things considered.

“At first,” Luria recalled, “the meat was tough and smelled bad. I thought it might be inedible. But, I don’t really have much to offer besides cooking, do I? So, I decided I’d figure out how to handle crops, beasts, and anything that could potentially be turned into food. Ares Birds are easier to secure in quantity because of their habits, so I put in the effort.”

“Did you research it and figure out how to prepare it?” I asked, genuinely impressed.

“Yes. We can’t keep relying on food conveniently supplied from your shop forever, Sensei. Kaleneon has to feed the people who live here with its own hands. I’m currently researching whether we can process the surplus from summer into preserved foods!”

“That’s amazing.”

I’d never had to research how to make completely unfamiliar vegetables or meat taste good. I could check for poison with magic, sure. But that was different.

Back in Japan, recipes were everywhere. I never had to experiment from scratch. If I got my hands on an ingredient, the cooking method was usually just a quick online or book search away.

“There’s nothing amazing about it,” Luria insisted with a small shake of her head. “What you did is far more incredible, Sensei. Creating… well, that kind of pond. If we have a place this warm in the middle of winter, it feels like we can somehow get through this season. There are so many ways we can use it!”

“Melt snow,” I murmured.

“Provide warmth.”

…

…

“And, well, apply magic in various ways.”

Yeah. There were plenty of uses.

“Right. I’ll be glad if it helps,” I said at last.

“I can’t afford to be bedridden either!” she declared. “All I did was try something I wasn’t used to, and I ended up collapsing. It’s embarrassing.”

“Something you weren’t used to?”

“A few days ago, I accompanied some adventurers on a hunt. I wanted to test better field-processing methods for monsters. The injury and fatigue from that knocked me out for a bit.”

“Processing methods? You mean how to defeat them?”

“Of course not!” she laughed. “I meant draining blood and breaking down the meat properly. For materials like fur, the adventurers are careful enough. But when it comes to food, they usually just chop the carcass into rough blocks and bring it back. That leaves a lot of cuts unsuitable for proper cooking.”

“I see.”

That’s deeper than I thought.

It was true. Even with fish, the way you killed and aged them made a huge difference depending on the species.

If you treated something as mere “materials,” the adventurers’ methods were probably fine. But when it came to food, they were crude.

Even if Luria taught them optimal procedures, whether they’d actually practice them was another question entirely.

“In the end,” she continued earnestly, “properly processed meat has higher value. That means we can buy it at better prices, which benefits the adventurers too. They don’t have to do it every time, just when they have a moment to spare. Especially right now.”

It felt like she’d seen straight through my earlier doubts.

“So, you’re the unsung support behind the scenes, huh?” I quipped.

She tilted her head and gave a wry smile. “I just want to support my sister. I can’t help much with politics, so this is the least I can do.”

Politics is a den of vipers.

I honestly thought Luria’s way of thinking was the wiser one. Everyone had strengths and weaknesses.

If Luria could contribute to Kaleneon through the work she was suited for, that was more than enough.

Still, saying she “couldn’t help much” was probably selling herself short.

Even I understood how vital food was to a nation.

The techniques she was developing now would, without question, become a major pillar of support for Eva later.

In the end, maybe they would manage to support each other well.

“Eva has it tough,” I said gently. “But we’ll help too. Once spring comes, the snow will melt, and land development can resume. If manpower’s lacking, we can recruit settlers through the Adventurers’ Guild. Supporting Eva is important, but don’t carry everything alone.”

“Yes!” Luria replied brightly. “I’ll make sure not to collapse again!”

Manpower, food, infrastructure. Running a country was no small feat.

Ah.

That’s right.

The Demon King, Zef, once said the Kuzunoha Company had “strayed beyond the bounds of a normal trading company.”

Maybe one reason was that we didn’t rely on others very much.

A typical company sourced what it lacked from elsewhere. If a craftsman needed materials, of course, they’d procure them externally.

The Kuzunoha Company could, if we truly wanted to, complete everything within the Demiplane.

That might indeed be abnormal.

If you’re missing something, it’s natural to rely on another company. But not having to rely on anyone at all? That’s on a different level.

If you replaced “company” with “nation,” the logic was the same. If a country depended on others for something as essential as food, that was a clear vulnerability.

Thinking about Kaleneon made me realize that.

Which meant…

If someone tried to crush Kuzunoha from the outside, it would be extremely difficult.

It wasn’t just me; we, as a company, had high defensive capability too.

Yeah.

If you tried applying some of the methods I once heard from senior merchants like Zara and Rembrandt for dealing with rival companies to Kuzunoha, quite a few simply wouldn’t work.

Our employees were strong. Trying to pressure their families wouldn’t work either; they lived in the Demiplane.

The public-facing procurement was mostly for show; losing it wouldn’t cripple us.

If transportation routes were sabotaged, we could just teleport.

In Tsige and Rotsgard, even malicious rumors would probably be laughed off; our customers supported us that strongly.

Our profits continued to grow month after month. Cash flow wasn’t an issue.

It had only been a few years since we started. And yet, somehow, we’d become an incredibly difficult company to compete against.

Meeting Rembrandt early on was a huge factor. But above all, it was because everyone had worked so hard.

I felt a strange swell of emotion as I reassessed the Kuzunoha Company from this angle.

“All right then, Shiki,” I called. “It’s about time we head back.” I turned to Ema and the elder dwarf. “You two going back to the Demiplane? Or heading into the city?”

“We’ll accompany you back to the city as well,” Ema replied. “We need to revise the development plans in light of this and the hot spring. I also have to discuss dispatching highland orcs for snow removal with Eva.”

Ema was strict with Eva. But it wasn’t all whip and no carrot.

If anything, she’s strict because she expects a lot from her, I thought.

In any case, they weren’t like water and oil, fundamentally incompatible. They seemed to be managing well together, and that alone made me glad.

“I shall also return to the city briefly,” the eldwar added. “I wish to inspect the progress of the younger craftsmen. After that, I have a keen interest in this hot spring project and would like to assist Tomoe-sama. Would that be acceptable?”

“Of course.”

Huh?

Shiki hadn’t responded.

He was facing the pool, eyes closed, the back of his hand resting lightly against his lips as he muttered to himself.

“Even if we estimate Young Master’s stored magical output at maximum, the heat conversion efficiency, the resulting generated energy, no matter how I calculate it, the values on either side of the equation refuse to balance…”

“Shiki!”

“But that would imply—”

“Shiki!!!”

“Ah! Yes! What is it?”

“We’re heading back. Is something wrong?”

“Ah, understood,” he replied, regaining composure. “My apologies. I was merely pondering a trivial matter. I must admit, natural sciences have proven far more fascinating than I anticipated.”

“Just don’t overdo it,” I said with a faint sigh. “So, Tomoe’s staying in the mountains all day today?”

Shiki fell into step beside me as we started walking.

His hands were already full studying magic and agriculture. Now he was diving into physics and chemistry too. Is he going to be all right? If he kept pushing himself, I might have to step in.

At this rate, he was probably sacrificing sleep to read.

“Yes. She was most enthusiastic about ‘completing it within two days.’ I don’t recall the last time I saw Tomoe-dono’s eyes shine with such delight. The power of hot springs is truly formidable. Even Mio-dono was looking forward to it.”

Shiki scratched his temple awkwardly, clearly reluctant to elaborate.

“Mio? Looking forward to it? For beauty or health reasons?”

“No. I believe Mio-dono is… drawn to the custom of mixed bathing.”

“Eh?”

Mixed bathing?

What was that supposed to mean?

Hot springs… mixed bathing?

Sure, mixed baths existed in Japan, but they weren’t the norm. Most places separated men’s and women’s baths. Even if there was only one bath, they usually rotated by time.

If I remembered right, mixed bathing being standard was more of an Edo-period thing.

Edo?

Wait. Don’t tell me…

“Yes,” Shiki confirmed calmly. “Tomoe-dono explained to Mio-dono that mixed bathing is the fundamental form of hot springs. She has already declared that once construction is complete, the first bath will be taken by the four of us.”

“F-Four?”

“Yes. Naturally, that would be the three of us and you, Young Master.”

Shiki delivered this as if it were the most ordinary arrangement in the world.

What a trap.

Tomoe had adopted ryo and mon-style currency in the Demiplane, even if they were somewhat modified. Of course, she’d default to Edo-era sensibilities for bath culture, too.

I should’ve seen this coming!

“They seemed excited about this whole ‘four people together’ thing?” I asked cautiously.

“Very much so,” Shiki replied. “To be frank, I, too, am quite curious about hot springs. I’m looking forward to it.”

“I see.”

Well.

Guess I’ll have to steel myself.

It’s not like some romantic scenario is going to unfold. That mountain is basically a whiteout zone. Between the steam and the blizzard, visibility will be terrible. It’ll probably be more awkward than anything.

Sorry, Tomoe.

The spring was originally meant to supply hot water to the city anyway. The fact that it was located on what people called the “Demon Mountain” wasn’t exactly ideal for luxury.

There was no way Tomoe was seriously planning to turn that place into a full-scale resort town.

As long as nobody tries to get physically close, I can endure it. It’s basically like bathing with family. That’s all.

Still, I really should’ve told her from the start to build separate baths for men and women.

That one’s on me.

“They were discussing separate outdoor baths tailored to each race,” Shiki added thoughtfully. “One for those with scales, one for those with fur, one for aquatic species, one for larger-bodied races. Tomoe-dono was most enthusiastic.”

“What?”

Then why aren’t you separating by gender?!

Why does that default to mixed?!

Is she a demon or something? She’s doing this on purpose, isn’t she?!

I didn’t say it aloud.

I’d already resolved myself to it. But still, it felt deeply, profoundly unfair.

For some reason, the phrase Bath of Scales floated into my mind.

This is unreasonable.

※※※



“Levi, I was wrong.”

“If you understand that much, I’ll let it slide.”

The setting had changed. They were now on Kaleneon’s most dangerous landmark, the so-called Demon Mountain, where powerful monsters roam. Before long, however, it may well have been renamed Hot Spring Mountain.

Levi the scylla, who had once accompanied Makoto up this mountain but retreated to Asora before encountering any monsters, now carried a boulder far larger than herself as if it weighed nothing. She spoke while walking.

Beside her, swaying slightly, was a young Lorelei man. He floated construction tools beside him using magic as they moved.

Both were participating in the hot spring construction project.

At the moment, however, the two had stepped a little away from the main group.

“Selgei-dono and Young Master actually walked around in a place like this?” the Lorelei youth muttered in disbelief.

“Those two are abnormal,” Levi said flatly. “It’s not just the cold. This place messes with your sense of distance, and even your sense of balance, doesn’t it?”

“Yes. You start losing track of where you are. A terrifying location.”

“I’ll admit I underestimated the cold,” Levi continued. “When Tomoe-sama offered the job, I volunteered, thinking I’d use this chance to overcome that weakness. But I still have no intention of stepping outside the barrier she set up. And yet Young Master and Selgei-san casually chatted while walking straight through this to the spot where the spring was supposed to be. Can you believe that?”

“Hrm. When I heard you fled because of the cold, I thought I’d gained excellent teasing material. But this is something else. I can barely see my own hand in front of my face. This isn’t something to laugh at. A person could die here.”

Levi deliberately brought him a short distance outside the work zone to demonstrate just how brutal the mountain’s winter conditions truly were.

The young Lorelei stepped slightly beyond the barrier’s edge.

He lasted only a few minutes before surrendering and apologizing.

In truth, outside the winter months, the mountain was about a three-day walk from Kaleneon. But in winter, it was no place for hyumans, or most other beings, to tread.

Blizzards raged without pause. Even the accumulated snow was whipped into the air by violent winds, erasing visibility almost entirely. One heard only the roar of the gale. The higher you climbed, the lower the temperature dropped. Soil turned to ice. Even at midday, the light was dimmed and swallowed.

It was not a mountain for fighting monsters.

It was a mountain one could barely survive.

Casual conversation? Accidental subterranean drill rides? Those were absurdities in such an environment.

In fact, the only reason construction was possible at all was that Tomoe, the project's director, had erected a powerful barrier around the hot spring site.

Within it, snow could not enter. Most of the wind was cut off. The temperature hovered around freezing, but compared to the outside, it was considerably warmer; comfortable enough for the Demiplane’s residents to work without issue.

Levi and the Lorelei youth could stand there chatting only thanks to that barrier.

With their brief detour concluded, the two hurried back to the main worksite and rejoined their respective teams, each taking up their next assigned task.

Two figures stood apart from the bustling construction site, observing the progress with clear satisfaction: Tomoe and the dwarven foreman.

“This is proceeding smoothly,” Tomoe said with a pleased nod. “Excellent progress, excellent.”

“Rock baths, cypress baths, waterfall baths, foot baths, flowing baths? And this is—” The foreman squinted at the plans. “You truly intend to build quite the variety, Tomoe-sama.”

“Indeed. In Young Master’s homeland, bathing was a form of leisure. The facilities I referenced offered a variety of bath styles. At times, hot springs were even the main purpose of travel. There is no place for half measures. We shall spare no effort. Since we are doing this, I want Young Master to be thoroughly satisfied. I leave it to you.”

What she had referenced, in truth, was a modern hot spring leisure complex: an evolution of the “super sento.”

Foot baths. Waterfall baths. Even a sauna was included in the blueprint.

If Makoto were present, he would likely clutch his head and ask where exactly the Edo-period inspiration had gone.

Traditional bathhouse designs were being recreated as well, so in Tomoe’s mind, perhaps this was simply a case of more is better.

“Indeed,” the foreman nodded with a grin. “We have no complaints. This gives us something worth building. Leave it to us. And the plan to run the hot water down to Kaleneon’s city; that’s an interesting challenge as well.”

He paused, noticing a young craftsman approaching.

“Apologies, Tomoe-sama,” the foreman said. “What is it?”

“Foreman,” the young dwarf began, bowing briefly. “About the composition of the spring water Tomoe-sama provided: there may be a small issue.”

“Oh?”

“In the temporary holding pool, we’ve found sediment. It appears that insoluble substances dissolved in the water are solidifying and settling once exposed.”

The foreman stroked his beard.

“So, the standard insulated piping we planned might clog?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Hmph.” He nodded decisively. “Those with more carpentry experience continue current construction. Everyone else, form a team and investigate. If we run the pipes underground without exposure to air, it might not be a problem, but we must confirm it properly.”

“Yes!”

“If it clogs,” the foreman continued, “test alternative pipe materials. See if we can counter it with permanent enchantments. And consult the other races’ teams. There may be knowledge outside our own craft that we lack.”

“Understood!”

The young craftsman hurried off.

Tomoe watched the exchange with visible satisfaction.

Heavy labor was already well underway, with Mio leading the charge to secure the site and level the terrain. The spring water itself had proven safe for bathing and closely resembled the hot springs Tomoe remembered.

The dwarven craftsmen moved efficiently.

The project advanced without delay.

Tomoe smiled broadly as she oversaw the site.

“Very well,” she said at last. “I shall leave things in your capable hands for a time. I will return by evening. Continue working through what you can. If the barrier shows any instability, contact me immediately.”

“I will. Safe travels!”

“Mm.”

Tomoe stepped into the mist gate and vanished.

With the long-awaited promise of hot springs nearly realized, there were still many preparations she wished to make.

In her eyes burned a singular determination: I will absolutely make Makoto satisfied.
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Burdened by the small but not insignificant uncertainty known as “Kaleneon’s hot spring project,” Mio and I returned to the Midnight Front a little later than planned.

We had kept in constant contact with Lime through telepathy, but even so, the tension here was considerable. Chiya, young as she was, belonged to a Hero’s party and handled herself better than most. But Joy and the porters? Apparently, they’d been deeply unsettled.

Telepathy wasn’t a common means of communication. Only certain adventurers, major merchant companies, and nations made routine use of it.

Lime explained that even Lugh, head of a major trading company and no stranger to telepathic communication, seemed distracted and uneasy. Perhaps Kaleneon brought back complicated memories for him.

Yeah, I admit it.

We really should have returned at least once, even if just briefly, I reflected after hearing Lime’s report.

While we were climbing the mountain for the hot spring excavation, something about the Midnight Front had clicked in my mind.

This place felt like a haunted house, and not the fun kind.

The black mist was harmful. Strange insects swarmed. Snake-type monsters lunged from the swamp and water, and they were far from weak. It was undeniably dangerous.

And yet, there was something staged about it.

Like a haunted attraction where people genuinely get attacked and die.

Wait, no, that sounds worse.

That just makes it horrifying, doesn’t it?

I frowned to myself.

It’s not that it isn’t deadly. It absolutely is.

But something about it felt arranged.

Before returning to the cottage, I looked from above. The black mist writhed as if it possessed intent, undulating like a sea of clouds stubbornly anchored to the land.

Naturally, the terrain beneath remained obscured.

Still, since we’d spent the night investigating, we needed something tangible to show for it, or everyone’s anxiety would only grow.

So, I quickly compiled what amounted to a rough terrain map and spread it across the table.

There. That should keep suspicion at bay.

Lime leaned over it, eyes widening in admiration.

“Boss, Mio-neesan,” he said with a low whistle, “you guys covered this much ground in barely over a day? Even pegged distances and direction from the old cabin to here? That’s pro adventurer stuff.”

“Allow me to clarify,” Mio added smoothly, tapping various points on the map with her folded fan. “The distance from the original cabin includes a degree of estimation. If wooden walkways extended across the entire area, returning would be simple. That, however, is unlikely.”

She was right.

Returning was an option. But doing so would mean failing Algrio’s request. And considering we were told this area was a candidate site for presentation to the royal family as a possible new capital…

I’d already had a somewhat tense exchange with my senpai over the war and the demon race issue. If I could smooth things over, help in some way, it wouldn’t hurt.

The relocation of the capital seemed to be something she and the others genuinely hoped for.

Maybe this could serve as a small apology of sorts.

Not that I’d say that out loud.

Mio would absolutely not appreciate that line of thinking.

Joy cleared his throat, breaking the tension.

He looked pale.

“Forgive me,” he began carefully, voice already wavering, “as I am practically a layman in this field, but may I ask something?”

His preface sounded like the opening statement of a formal academic debate, but in his case, it was sincere.

As he continued, I could feel the stares from the others grow colder. His voice shrank accordingly.

“If you can survey so quickly in a place like this, then wouldn’t it be possible for you, Raidou-dono, to simply teleport this entire cottage back to its original location?”

Silence.

If we only cared about survival, not investigation results, then yes.

Teleporting out would absolutely be an option.

Everyone here was genuinely frightened.

“Even the Demon King couldn’t pull off a stunt like that,” Chiya shot back flatly, giving Joy a look of complete disbelief.

Lugh let out a short sigh.

Even the porters were looking at Joy as if to say, What in the world is he talking about?

Lugh tapped several points on the map and addressed him calmly.

“Even if one could teleport the building and all those within it back to its original location,” he said evenly, “then one could simply shift the same distance in the opposite direction and escape the Midnight Front entirely.”

“Ah.”

Joy visibly deflated.

Even with the map’s imperfect scale, the logic was obvious. If we had that level of long-distance relocation magic, fleeing the region altogether would be far more rational.

“Furthermore,” Lugh continued, “to my knowledge, history records no precedent for teleportation on such a scale. In Limia, there was once an experimental relocation of a structure several kilometers away. The building arrived intact.”

He paused.

“However, half of those inside were never seen again.”

Joy swallowed audibly.

“I–I see. Then, unless we deal with that… face, and secure safety first—”

“Escape will not be possible,” Lugh finished gravely. “At this stage, even our mere survival would be sufficient to report to Algrio-sama. But that thing did not give the impression it would permit such a simple conclusion.”

That thing.

That face.

To me, it still carried the atmosphere of some twisted theme park attraction.

Ah, that’s it.

It’s not about whether people die or not.

The entire place felt mechanical.

The sliding cottage. That enormous face.

Like a contraption.

That’s why the fear never quite settled properly in my chest.

Even if you’re not a horror enthusiast, you know atmosphere matters.

As I mulled this over in silence, Chiya gathered her resolve and spoke.

“Um, Raidou-san,” she asked carefully, “have you learned anything about the mist… or that face? About whoever is trying to kill us?”

I had actually expected movement from the face while Mio and I were away.

If we left the cottage, it would be easier to tamper with it. I thought something might happen.

Oddly, Mio’s web-like threads, spread radially around the cottage as a detection net, hadn’t reacted once. According to Lime, there were no disturbances inside or out.

“Unfortunately, nothing about the face,” I admitted. “Lime tells me there were no attacks while we were gone. But has anyone experienced something frightening? A private whisper? A secret negotiation attempt?”

Silence.

Everyone shook their heads.

As expected.

No need to have Tomoe verify it; no one was lying.

When we first stepped outside the cottage, there had already been a shared understanding: we were all in this together.

With Chiya and Lime’s steady support, that feeling had deepened. Now there was even a faint sense of camaraderie among them.

“As for the mist, we did determine what it is,” I said. “Though I have to say it’s not entirely good news.”

Chiya blinked.

“Y–You identified it?”

She seemed more surprised by that than anything else.

Well, the real credit went to Shiki’s analysis. I’d simply sent it to the Demiplane and received the results.

“Yes,” I nodded. “That mist outside? It’s made up of extremely small insects.”

“Insects?!”

“Microscopic. Modified by someone. Strictly speaking, they may qualify as magical organisms.”

A quiet tension filled the room.

“There is undoubtedly something here.”

“Is that… safe?” Joy asked faintly. “If insects get inside the body—”

“No,” I answered honestly. “They’re harmful. Inhaling too much causes deterioration. Mental instability. In the worst case, death.”

I exhaled slowly.

“They seem designed to eat away from within. Gradually eroding the body and eventually the mind.”

And the materials used to create them were… Should I tell Chiya-san?

Then again, she might be better off knowing.

“Recently, something similar appeared in Lorel,” I continued. “A gas-like purple cloud. The details weren’t entirely clear, but it was a magical lifeform, too. Lime, you’re aware of it.”

Chiya glanced briefly at Lime before turning back to me.

“You believe they’re different,” she said carefully, “because they were intentionally created?”

“That’s our assumption,” I replied with a nod.

She frowned.

“I don’t understand. Creating insects so small they can’t be seen—how is that even possible? What could one use as a basis for something like that?”

Wow, she’s sharp.

Being a shrine maiden clearly wasn’t just ceremonial.

“As far as our investigation goes,” I began cautiously.

“Yes?”

“It appears they’re produced using spirits as raw material.”

A ripple of shock went through the room.

I’d been calling them “insects,” but that wasn’t entirely accurate. They were more like insect-shaped constructs. To be sure, nanomachines would be the closest comparison, but that word would only confuse matters.

“What?!” Joy gasped.

“We don’t believe high-ranking spirits are involved,” I added quickly.

“Y-You’re saying spirits are being twisted into those grotesque things?!” Chiya demanded, her voice trembling.

“I understand this is difficult to hear,” I said gently. “But based on our findings, mainly water and earth spirits appear to be used.”

I nearly said processed, but stopped myself at the last second.

Once upon a time, Shiki had conducted rather unorthodox experiments in the Wasteland and other remote regions. Whenever he spoke about spirits, there was an uncomfortable degree of credibility behind his conclusions.

If higher or even mid-ranking spirits avoided this place entirely, that would be one thing. But for even the most mindless lower-tier spirits—beings that naturally formed wherever nature flourished—to be completely absent?

In a land like Limia, known for its natural abundance?

That was abnormal.

It made more sense that naturally occurring lower spirits were being harvested and repurposed into the black mist.

It was grim logic, but logic nonetheless.

“What kind of deranged creature would do something so vile?” Chiya whispered, biting her lip hard enough to blanch it. “This is madness.”

“It sounded far-fetched to us as well,” I admitted. “But then I remembered your observation that you couldn’t sense any spirits in the area. That was the clue. If we examined further, we might find traces of fire or wind spirits being used as well.”

Almost certainly, in fact.

Otherwise, it would be impossible for every type of spirit presence to vanish entirely.

“Is this also the work of the demons?” Chiya asked suddenly.

“No,” I answered immediately.

Too quickly, perhaps, but I wasn’t about to let that assumption stand.

Her eyes widened.

“How can you be so certain?”

“Because demons use spirit magic too, don’t they?”

She blinked.

“What?”

“I’ve personally seen fire and earth spirit users among them. You traveled with Hibiki-senpai, didn’t you? Surely you encountered such cases.”

“…Yes,” she admitted after a pause. “A few times.”

“If they committed something akin to spirit genocide,” I continued evenly, “wouldn’t spirits abandon them entirely? They wouldn’t be able to use spirit magic at all.”

“Of course not!” she snapped.

“Exactly. So, I think we can rule out the demons.”

“Th-Then who would do something like this?!” she demanded.

“That, we still don’t know.”

“Right.” Her shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry.”

For Chiya, spirits—especially water spirits—were sacred. Learning they were being twisted into weapons that harmed people would naturally make her angry.

But I had lied, just a little.

When she asked who could possibly oppose spirits so thoroughly, there weren’t many candidates in this world.

Demons, broadly speaking, cooperated with spirits.

Some demi-humans might bear grudges against spirits. But creating a cursed domain on the scale of the Midnight Front? Something capable of reshaping a section of Limia itself into a demonic territory?

That narrowed the suspects considerably.

Dragons.

The Greater Dragons in particular were known to dislike spirits. If anyone could pull off something this audacious, it would be them. And in Limia, the Greater Dragon in question would be Lyca, the Waterfall.

However, she had formed some sort of cooperative relationship with Hibiki, and she hadn’t uttered a word about the Midnight Front.

Then there was Luto. The perverted one. He absolutely seemed like the type to conduct secret experiments without informing anyone. Paying him a visit might not be a bad idea.

Still, there was another image forming quietly in the back of my mind.

Someone who would feel no hesitation in using spirits as raw material.

Someone who wouldn’t care if the spirits abandoned them.

That would be us.

Not the Kuzunoha Company specifically.

But “us” as foreign entities.

Outsiders.

Otherworlders.

Japanese people.

Or as the people of Lorel would call us, Sages.

If someone like us had been summoned here under terrible circumstances—if they came to hate this world—they might resent everything.

Spirits.

Dragons.

Hyumans.

Demons.

It wouldn’t matter.

And this mechanical feeling.

This haunted-house atmosphere.

I can’t shake the premonition.

If that’s the case, then perhaps this is something a Hero—or I—should understand properly.

“Now, now,” Lugh interjected smoothly, sensing the tension building between Chiya and the others. “If fighting breaks out in this place, the only ones we can rely on are the Kuzunoha Company and the shrine maiden. Let us remain united. Discord itself may be the enemy’s design.”

He restored the atmosphere with practiced ease. Perhaps the Midnight Front held something Chiya would rather not see. But then again, she had Hibiki. She wouldn’t allow any harm to come to her companions.

Chiya would be safe.

Finish this.

Return the Shrine Maiden safely to the Hero.

For now, that was enough.

After some small talk, we checked supplies, physical condition, and morale, then agreed to regroup at dinner and dispersed.

I asked Lime to continue patrolling outside and requested that Lugh remain in the dining room. He was the one closest to the Hopleys family and, socially speaking, the furthest one from us. If I secured him properly, we could proceed through the Midnight Front with confidence.

“Is this about Kaleneon?” Lugh asked immediately.

“The proof of it,” I replied.

His brows lifted slightly.

I placed a single, vivid red ear of corn on the table.

Stove Corn.

Then, beside it, a small bundle of silver hair.

Mangarl Orc hair varied greatly by individual, but this was the most common coloration.

“You people… No. Who are you exactly?” Lugh murmured.

Only moments ago, he spoke confidently about the impossibility of large-scale teleportation. Even if I had mentioned Kaleneon earlier, he likely assumed any evidence would come after we survived the Midnight Front.

Delivering it now was far more impactful.

A pleasant surprise always carried more weight when it arrived swiftly.

And then, Mio cut in.

“That red corn,” she said coolly, examining it with narrowed eyes, “is surprisingly difficult to prepare. If you know something about it, speak.”

Right. That one’s on me.

I should have told Mio to stay quiet. Just as I’d delivered a clean opening strike, we were back to square one.

Ah well, where should I begin persuading him to cooperate?

“Heh.”

Lugh suddenly burst into laughter.

“?”

“Fufu… fuha… hahahaha!”

It wasn’t a sneer or a merchant’s calculated chuckle. No, this was genuine joy. His shoulders shook, his eyes creased at the corners, and the smile spreading across his face was utterly unguarded. Emotion welled up plainly, honestly, as though he had forgotten every mask he usually wore.

Mio, however, frowned at the sight.

“It seems I was mistaken to consult a mere merchant. I thought you might possess at least a passing understanding of fine cuisine.”

“Don’t call him ‘mere.’ And let’s maybe put the food talk on hold for a second.”

“Yes. My apologies.”

Mio puffed her cheeks slightly, looking faintly sulky.

I couldn’t exactly blame her. Stove Corn had proven to be a formidable challenge; I understood her pride was on the line. Once negotiations were settled, we could revisit the culinary debate.

For the time being, I focused on soothing her, offering quiet reassurances, slipping in a few words of gratitude for everything she did. After some effort, her sharp edges softened.

“Fuuu…”

At last, Lugh, who had been staring at the Stove Corn and laughing to himself for some time, turned his gaze back to us.

“To Raidou-dono, and the Kuzunoha Company, my heartfelt gratitude. As promised, from this moment forward, I shall dedicate all the power my company and I possess to your cause, in whatever form you require.”

“Huh?”

His expression was perfectly serious.

Well, yes, we had discussed something like that before setting out. The terms of acquisition, the finer details of the negotiation… didn’t we still need to go over those?

Wait.

Why did the negotiation end the moment we placed the goods on the table?

W-What exactly struck him so deeply?!

I’d braced myself for an exhausting, drawn-out discussion. I’d been carefully strategizing in my head what to reveal, what to gloss over, and where to compromise. And yet—

“To think you would survive the Wasteland and fulfill your promise. That alone surpasses my understanding. And then—cooking Stove Corn? Hah… Truly, it seems nothing escapes your foresight.”

???

Hold on.

“Have you finally realized how foolish it was to think of Young Master as nothing more than a merchant? Your paltry experience does not reach even the tip of his little finger. No, not even the edge of his nail—”

“Mio. Seriously. Just stop,” I said.

Once again, she’d started speaking without reading the room.

“Indeed, Mio-dono speaks the truth,” Lugh said. “My astonishment has gone beyond comprehension. There is nothing left but admiration. In that case, since we are fortunate enough to have such nostalgic and precious Stove Corn before us, might I demonstrate a preparation known as Burst Ruby?”

“Huh?”

Wait. When did this become a cooking conversation?

Somehow, despite not quite syncing up, Mio seemed to be communicating with him far more smoothly than I was.

W-What is happening?

“Come to think of it, you do have ties to Kaleneon, don’t you?” Mio asked. “Luria was troubled as well. Very well, show us.”

“I am honored,” Lugh replied with a slight bow. “It will take some time to prepare. You are welcome to wait in the guest room. Or, if you prefer, lend your ears to an old man’s tale.”

“We’ll watch everything,” Mio declared. “Speak as much as you like, but you will answer properly if I question your methods.”

“In that case,” I added quickly, “I’ll stay and listen while we wait.”

Lugh looked extraordinarily pleased.

He stepped into the kitchen and, with something like a brush, gently swept the dirt from the surface of the Stove Corn. Then, with practiced ease, he began removing the kernels from the cob, carefully and deftly separating them cleanly from the core.

Wait, was cooking his secret hobby?!

That can’t be right.

“Ordinarily, one would use dried kernels,” Lugh explained, rolling up his sleeves. After washing his hands thoroughly up to his elbows, he set a large iron wok over a fierce flame. “But this dish carries personal memories for me. Today, I shall demonstrate a method using fresh ones. In truth, it is a simple preparation. A deep pot such as this, a high-viscosity cooking oil, and Stove Corn. That is all one requires.”

After inspecting several types of oil, Lugh selected one that looked and smelled rather like sesame oil and set it within reach.

What even is this cottage?

Even if it had been built by the dwarves Mio summoned, wasn’t this kitchen equipped a little too well? The tools, the layout, the quality of the ironware, all of it rivaled a professional establishment.

Still, for someone like Lugh, who clearly had real culinary experience, it seemed to work in his favor. Bathed in the rising heat of the stove, he smiled like a man reunited with an old friend.

Then he added a considerable amount of oil to the iron wok.

Oh. That’s a generous pour.

Not quite enough for deep-frying, but enough to form a substantial pool at the bottom.

“This ingredient,” Lugh explained, “was famous among chefs. Not just because it was rare, but also because it had several peculiar traits. For instance, bite into it raw, and it’s so violently spicy it brings tears to your eyes. Yet grind it into a paste, and the heat vanishes entirely, along with the flavor and aroma. All you have left is a red mash, inferior even to ordinary corn.”

What on earth is that?

Was it delicate? Temperamental? The sort of high-maintenance ingredient that rejected amateurs without a proper manual?

I stole a glance at Mio.

Though all Lugh had done so far was heat the oil, her expression had already sharpened past battle readiness. Her eyes were locked on the wok and on Lugh’s hands with a focus so intense you could almost touch it. She nodded firmly at each of his explanations, as if receiving sacred teachings.

The scene looked less like a business meeting and more like a master passing down a secret technique to a chosen disciple.

But in the end, Mio’s behavior is what softened him and turned him into an ally, isn’t it?

“Even so,” Lugh continued, “the chefs of Kaleneon spent long years gradually unraveling the secrets of Stove Corn.”

After a brief pause, he tipped the entire bowl of kernels into the oil.

“!”

“When fresh Stove Corn meets high-viscosity oil,” he explained, “the oil clings to each individual kernel, coating them as though they were treated separately. They don’t deep-fry. Instead—when you stir them like this—they enter a unique state, similar to being dry-roasted.”

Mio interjected at once, her voice calm but razor-sharp.

“The timing of the corn just now. Was there any significance to that specific oil temperature?”

“Ah. Yes, of course.” Lugh replied. “Mio-dono, you are unmistakably a skilled cook. Have you already estimated the temperature?”

“Obviously. The type of wok, the pattern of bubbles, and the behavior of the oil. Observing such things is fundamental. Fundamental.”

“For those blessed with talent, perhaps. Most are far duller. For too many people grow arrogant simply because they can cook somewhat better than others and decide to pursue the craft.”

“Hmph. Indeed. It isn’t uncommon for someone to make a name for themselves from a single stroke of inspiration.”

“Yes. If a dish happens to be miraculously delicious, people flock to it. And the cook themself misunderstands their own ability.” His gaze softened as it rested on her. “You, Mio-dono, must have faced your craft with humility, without drowning in your talent. That is truly remarkable.”

“Humility or not, I have never once been satisfied with my own skill.”

“I, on the other hand, was among those who misunderstood themselves. In my youth, I found my family’s business unbearably dull. Armed with nothing but immature skill and baseless confidence, I left Limia and went to Kaleneon to train as a cook. The Hopleys and the Aenslands took great care of me during that time. Looking back, I see it was kindness. An attempt to show me reality and guide me back to inheriting the family trade. I was far too spoiled to deserve such generosity.”

So, even this refined, capable man stumbled in his youth…

Born the heir to a major merchant house. Rebelling in a burst of youthful arrogance to chase the dream of becoming a chef. Failing, and ultimately returning to inherit and expand the family business into the success it is now.

That was the story forming in my mind, and in essence, it was correct. But there was a weight beneath his smile. The kind that suggested it had taken a very long time before he could speak of those days so lightly.

After all, he had only come back from Kaleneon at the start of the demon invasion.

And not long after, Kaleneon itself fell.

In other words, nearly everyone who had taken care of him, from his fellow apprentice chefs to the merchant families he’d greeted as the son of a trading house, was now dead.

Still, Lugh himself had survived. Thanks to his lineage, powerful hands had moved behind the scenes to ensure his safe return to Limia.

To summarize all that as nothing more than “a youthful setback” felt unbearably inadequate. The weight of it was far greater than a simple failure.

After returning to Limia and resigning himself to studying as the heir to the Embray Company, Lugh had apparently discovered something unexpected.

Merchant work was frighteningly easy.

And unbearably dull.

That part I understood, at least to some degree.

No, don’t get me wrong. To me, business is insanely difficult. And being the lord of the Demiplane? I still feel wildly out of place half the time.

But if I replaced “business” with “combat,” it lined up perfectly.

Lugh said that was the first time he truly understood what it meant to have talent.

Or perhaps “aptitude” was the better word.

Unfortunately, we shared the same irony: we each lacked the talent necessary to pursue our true interests.

That was the point of empathy between us.

From my perspective, his story was enviable. Yet for Lugh, the instincts of a merchant—his nose for opportunity, his handling of people, his ability to read the flow of trade and use money strategically—were as natural as breathing.

Come to think of it, Rembrandt-san gives off the same feeling.

He’s told me a few stories about how he struggled in his youth. But I have a feeling he breezed through most of it, like Lugh.

He’s a top-tier merchant, no question about that. And the fact that I sensed the same aura from both of them? Well, that probably says enough.

They’re a different species altogether.

Isn’t it the same as how I get called a monster on any battlefield, regardless of the situation?

While my thoughts drifted aimlessly, Lugh’s cooking continued.

“Once the coating of oil on the corn thins, increase the heat sharply. And then don’t stop; keep shaking the wok like you’re rotating the entire mass evenly.”

“I only see this ending in popcorn.”

“Isn’t that just popcorn?”

Mio and I reached the same conclusion at the same time.

Lugh laughed.

“Hahaha, you are absolutely correct. Grand as the name ‘Burst Ruby’ may sound, what we are making is, in essence, Stove Corn popcorn.”

And there it was. Confirmation.

“That said, neither Luria nor I were able to make it properly,” Mio admitted.

“The key lies in that initial oil-coating step,” Lugh replied smoothly. “When using dried kernels, one must first allow them to absorb something else entirely. Stove Corn demands that additional step. And the flavor can shift into heat, astringency, sourness, bitterness, sweetness, umami, or even saltiness. Despite its flamboyant appearance, it’s a versatile champion capable of becoming any taste while still being a grain. A remarkable crop. If only it could be harvested in sufficient quantity, it would be nothing short of miraculous.”

That was reassuring. It sounded like Stove Corn might truly become a lifeline for Kaleneon.

I wonder what would happen if I told him we’re planning to cultivate it soon.

“Shouldn’t it start popping soon?” Mio asked.

“Yes. It should begin any moment now. If I may trouble you, Mio-dono, could you prepare several containers and catch them?”

“Well, since I learned a new recipe, I suppose I can manage that.”

“My thanks. I will send them your way.”

That phrasing was slightly odd—

And then it happened.

Pop.

A familiar sound rang out once.

Then another. And another.

A rapid series of bright, crisp explosions echoed through the kitchen as fluffy, crimson popcorn burst into the air, arching neatly toward Mio.

One after another.

Lugh adjusted the wok with subtle movements, barely perceptible shifts of angle and timing. Was that alone enough to control the trajectory?

Every single piece flew cleanly into the containers Mio held.

Even accounting for her small adjustments in position, it was an impressive sight.

“Oh? How amusing. It’s not just the movement of the wok, is it? Is there a pattern to the way they burst?”

“That part is my own invention,” Lugh admitted. “A trick that has nothing to do with flavor.”

“Indeed. But as a way to attract customers to a street stall? It would be more than sufficient.”

Mio really cuts straight to the point when it comes to flavor.

“A Burst Ruby street stall? Hahahaha! What a delightful day this has turned out to be. And here we are, isolated in the very heart of the Midnight Front! A single bag of this would fetch no less than a gold coin. A stall charging that much…”

“We actually have quite a few in Tsige these days,” I replied. “Gold-coin-level street food, I mean. They use ingredients from the Wasteland for adventurers. Novelty items, mostly. Sometimes the prices get a little insane.”

“…I see. Tsige, the frontier city of Aion, was it? To think such things are sold so casually there. I must confess my ignorance. Before I die, I would dearly love to stroll through that city and sample them myself.”

“In that case, the Kuzunoha Company would be honored to escort you. We’ll await your contact.”

“Well then,” Lugh chuckled, “I’ve gained yet another reason not to die.”

The kernels continued to burst. And burst.

Wait, this is way too many.

For popcorn made from a single cob, the volume was clearly abnormal. Mio had switched containers and was staring into the wok again, eyes narrowed. So, it wasn’t my imagination.

There was simply too much.

“Wow! It’s beautiful!”

“?!”

I turned toward the sudden cheer.

Chiya and the others had gathered behind us at some point.

Ah.

I’d become completely absorbed in the conversation.

From Lugh’s hands, crimson blossoms arced through the air toward Mio in glittering bursts. The sight was genuinely beautiful.

OK, no question about it, a street stall performance like this really would draw a crowd.

“Oh dear,” Lugh said lightly. “It seems my rather dramatic sounds have disturbed everyone’s rest. Ah, Mio-dono. Two more containers should suffice.”

“Five in total, then?! This quantity is astonishing. And the presentation is exquisite. Your technique is splendid.” The words of admiration slipped from my mouth before I realized it.

“I am honored by your praise, Raidou-sama. Please, do taste it. Afterward, with your permission, I would like to serve it to everyone.”

“It was our gift to begin with. By all means.”

I mean, at the end of the day, it’s just popcorn, right?

I popped a piece into my mouth without much ceremony.

Crunch.

Yes: fragrant, familiar texture, and then—

A firm kick of peppery spice, layered with a clear note of salt?!

I chewed a few more times. As it melted away, a rich, concentrated umami bloomed at the back of my tongue.

He had only used oil and Stove Corn. And yet, the explanation about shifting between seven flavors hadn’t been exaggerated in the slightest.

There’s really a grain like this? That’s incredible.

“How is it?” Lugh asked.

“I never would have expected this depth of flavor without a single seasoning added. And there’s not even a trace of the extreme heat you mentioned from eating it raw. The range of transformation is astounding.”

“Ahh, what a relief.” Lugh’s face creased into a deep, genuine smile. “It seems my hands still remember what they learned back then.”

It was the kind of smile that threatened to spread to anyone who saw it.

“Lime, help me carry these,” Mio ordered. “Anyone who wishes to eat, please take a seat at the table.”

“Right away!”

Mio and Lime served the Burst Ruby at the table.

Drinks followed, including alcohol, fruit water, and plain water, set down in smooth succession. Since it was meant to be eaten by hand, clean handkerchiefs were quickly laid out beside each serving.

The people of Limia took their seats. They looked restless, and I couldn’t blame them; after watching that performance, with the scent and sharp popping sounds filling the air, resisting would have been impossible.

“Come, Young Master,” Mio called.

“Thanks, Mio,” I replied.

Eating something delicious is one of life’s simple joys.

If this could give Chiya and the others from Limia even a little renewed energy, I would be grateful.

Our stay in the Midnight Front was far from over, so moments where we could laugh together were precious.

From the bottom of my heart, I offered silent thanks to Lugh—and to Kaleneon’s brilliant red treasure—for creating this space.
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A grand hot spring resort, huh.

Welcome to the Demon Mountain; come at least once in your life.

No, wait.

I’m slipping into escapism again.

“This is insane. What is this hyper–super-sento, open-air hot spring monstrosity?”

Soon after I’d returned to my room in the cottage, Tomoe summoned me. I stepped through the Mist Gate and arrived at the Demon Mountain of Kaleneon.

What awaited me there was something on the scale of a massive hot-spring resort, like the kind a famous spa town might unveil as part of a desperate regional revitalization campaign.

Beyond the large gate that marked the boundary of the grounds, a raging whiteout blizzard howled without restraint. Inside the grounds, meanwhile, the temperature was carefully regulated. You could wander about in light clothing without discomfort, assuming you thought of it as an outdoor bath. There was no wind. Snow drifted down softly and quietly, just enough to create an atmosphere.

The contrast was surreal and beautiful.


[image: 06]

“Magnificent, as expected of Tomoe-dono,” Shiki murmured in admiration.

I couldn’t have agreed more. The view before us was impressive by any standard: a wide array of baths, each crafted with a different aesthetic.

Rock baths dominated the center. There were waterfall baths, foot baths, even solitary iron cauldron-style tubs reminiscent of old Goemon baths.

I’d only ever seen this level of variety on television back in Japan.

Tomoe sidled up to us, already dressed in a yukata.

“Impressive, isn’t it? Indeed, indeed! This is my crowning achievement! I call it the Great Edo Onsen—”

“Well, let’s skip that name for now,” I cut in. “‘Demon Mountain Hot Spring Village’ works just fine.”

“It lacks the word ‘Edo,’ Young Master!” she protested.

“If you’re going to name a hot spring after Edo, save it for when we build one in the Demiplane. The experience you gained creating this place will definitely come in handy.”

“M-mmm. It’s true that if you’re the one to name it, Young Master, nothing could surpass that… Hmm, very well. We shall reserve the name Edo for the hot springs of the Demiplane.”

A faint sulfur scent lingered in the air, mixed with the crisp, soothing fragrance of hinoki cypress.

Apparently, in addition to the rock baths, there were wooden baths made from hinoki and other fine timbers.

I couldn’t wait to jump in.

Even without her saying so, Tomoe’s radiant smile made it obvious that she was immensely proud of this creation.

“Well then… shall we?” I suggested. “It seems no one else can use it until we do.”

For reasons that made sense only according to Tomoe’s internal logic, I had to be the first to enter. As such, the entire facility remained unused.

Originally, Tomoe and Mio had managed to make the springs fully functional within two days. But then, apparently, Tomoe and the dwarves’ collective obsession exploded into action. The “Hot Spring Enhancement Project” thus began.

What stood before us now was the result of just three more days of work.

The pipeline to draw hot spring water into Kaleneon itself had progressed steadily, but nowhere near as quickly as the resort complex here on Demon Mountain.

I’d been told the full project would take anywhere from three weeks to a month, with crews working in shifts.

Surprisingly, security against the monsters was being handled on a rotating basis by Selgei and Levi.

Levi had apparently volunteered herself, saying it was a good opportunity to overcome her weaknesses.

Was she that shaken by not being able to follow Selgei and me before?

“Well then,” Tomoe said, breaking me out of my thoughts. “The changing rooms are over there.” She pointed at an impressively large building just ahead of us.

Mixed bathing, huh.

Well, Shiki’s here too. I guess I’ll just have to steel myself.

“Got it. Shiki, let’s g—”

“Young Master!”

The instant I stepped forward, Mio appeared from the direction of the changing rooms—

Wearing nothing but a towel.

“Buh—?! Mio?!”

Your yukata!

Where is your yukata?!

“You haven’t changed yet? Shiki as well? You can undress here,” Mio said.

“N-no, that’s quite all right. I’ll go change properly,” Shiki replied.

“M-Mio,” I stammered. “Y-you had a yukata, didn’t you? The yukata?”

“I don’t need it. I plan to soak many times today. It’s troublesome to put it on and take it off repeatedly, so I decided a towel would suffice.”

You don’t need it?

That’s a bit over-simplified, don’t you think?!

“At least wrap it around yourself! You’re just draping it over your arm.”

Every time she moved, glimpses of bare skin flashed into view. The towel was barely doing its job.

What a devastating—no, what a nonexistent defense.

“But one does not bring towels or clothes into the bath itself,” Mio said, looking confused. “That is proper etiquette, is it not? Tomoe-san explained as much.”

All eyes turned to Tomoe.

She nodded confidently. “Indeed! Mio is correct.”

This is a disaster.

Efficiency had clearly taken top priority here. At this rate, we’d end up concluding that men might as well walk around stark naked, too. In a place like this—with mixed bathing, no less—wouldn’t it be more reasonable for everyone to wear swimsuits?

“See? I studied hot spring etiquette. Now then, Young Master. Quickly,” Mio pressed.

“R-right…”

This is bad.

Tomoe, in a yukata, was already fairly disarming. But Mio had gone beyond disarming. She was bold in a way that felt almost… manly.

With that figure and appearance, doing this—

Honestly, I didn’t know where to look.

Maybe I should just blindfold myself.

If I set up a boundary field, at least I wouldn’t have to worry.

I normally don’t get lightheaded from hot springs. No overheating, no fainting.

But today? I was not confident at all. Still, there wasn’t much I could do about it. And so Shiki and I entered the changing room.

“This is… enormous,” I noted.

“I was told it was constructed to comfortably accommodate highland orcs and sealords. I see that was no exaggeration.”

The ceiling soared high overhead, and the space stretched wide and open.

Immediately to the left of the entrance stood a large container radiating cold air. Curious, I peered inside.

Bottles filled with a pale yellow liquid.

Fruit milk?!

I don’t understand.

I have absolutely no idea what Tomoe was truly aiming for when she built this facility.

It certainly wasn’t just an Edo-style hot spring retreat.

Aside from the mixed bathing, what part of this screams “rustic therapeutic spa”?

Well, it’s big enough that maybe, if I search hard enough, I’ll find some modest, old-fashioned bath tucked away somewhere.

Maybe.

“Let’s just use an open locker,” I suggested, thinking that something closer to the entrance would be more convenient.

While I was scanning through the many available baskets, trying to decide which changing area to use, Shiki suddenly pointed down the corridor.

“No, Young Master. That one.”

I followed his finger.

“Hm?”

Wait a second.

Hey, hey.

There was writing on the noren curtain hanging ahead: “Young Master, Shiki.”

“You’re saying we’re supposed to use that one?” I asked.

“Indeed.”

Why do we need separate changing rooms too?

Smiling wryly, I ducked beneath the curtain and removed my coat. Loosening the belt at my waist, I stepped further inside.

“So, even in here, you’ve separated Shiki and me,” I muttered. “Honestly, what a strange level of dedication. Do Tomoe and Mio each have their own private changing rooms, too?”

What is this VIP treatment?

“In any case, I’ll go change right away,” I told Shiki. “Wouldn’t want to keep the ladies waiting in such attire.”

“Got it,” Shiki replied from across the curtain. I shook my head in disbelief as I stripped off my upper clothes. This wasn’t a changing room; it was a full-blown private suite.

The climate control here was even more precise than outside—perfectly comfortable. There was a table, a bed, even a sofa. Several kinds of drinks had been laid out.

This is ridiculous.

I could live in a space like this.

For men, changing doesn’t take long. Strip down, wrap a towel around the waist: done.

I slung a spare towel over my shoulder and stepped back through the curtain.

“Shiki, you good?” I called when I didn’t see him.

“Yes, I’m coming,” he replied.

“Shiki, um, what’s that?”

When he emerged, the towel that would normally be wrapped around his waist was instead holding up his long hair, tied neatly in place like something you’d see after a wash at a salon.

And below?

Completely bare.

Utterly unbothered.

“What seems to be the issue?” he asked calmly. “Is something amiss?”

“…Go grab another towel. And wrap it around your waist.”

“Oh? I assumed the towel was solely to prevent one’s hair from entering the bathwater. So, it is also customary to wrap it around the waist at a hot spring? Very well.”

He turned and briskly went back for another towel.

I see.

I’ve never grown my hair long enough to worry about it dipping into bathwater, so it hadn’t even crossed my mind.

Shiki’s consideration wasn’t wrong, and technically, since it was just family here, there was no real need to hide anything… Even so.

Embarrassment is embarrassment.

Even if you don’t have to cover up, that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t.

When Shiki returned, this time properly wrapped, we stepped outside together to rejoin Tomoe and Mio.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” I said.

“Young Master, we should start with the hinoki bath, shouldn’t we?” Tomoe said brightly. “You mentioned one time that you liked the scent of hinoki.”

“Sure. If it’s available, I’d love to begin with that.”

“This way then!”

And so, before I even set foot in the water—already struggling with where to direct my gaze—my first hot spring experience in this other world began.
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“This is truly splendid,” Shiki murmured. “It feels as though the fatigue in both body and spirit is dissolving into the water, and in its place something calm and gentle seeps in. This is… exceptionally good.”

He was submerged to his neck, thoroughly savoring the hot spring. The corners of his eyes had softened, and a natural smile rested on his lips. With his long frame stretched out in the water, he looked genuinely at ease.

Not too hot. Not too cool.

Probably around forty degrees.

“It aids recovery from fatigue and even soothes stiff shoulders,” Tomoe declared proudly, puffing her chest as she explained the bath’s merits. “And it blows away stress for good measure. A veritable fountain of health!”

“I suspected it would be more than merely soaking in hot water,” Shiki replied, “but to this extent? I am impressed, Tomoe-dono. This wood—hinoki, was it? That as well is excellent. Such a calming fragrance.”

“Indeed!” Tomoe beamed. “I’d heard about it from Young Master, but it was not until I filled the bath and entered it myself that I truly understood its appeal. The only difficulty was that it becomes slippery when wet, but I have addressed that thoroughly.”

She wasn’t exaggerating.

The hinoki bath was wonderful.

I found myself appreciating it all over again.

Tomoe mentioned the issue of slipperiness, and I was worried at first. But that concern proved unnecessary. Whatever treatment had been applied, the surface wasn’t slippery at all. And still, the clean, woody aroma of hinoki rose gently around us.

Even the interior of the tub seemed specially treated. There was none of the rough texture one might expect. Just a smooth, comforting sensation against the skin.

Still, with Tomoe and Mio flanking me on either side, it was incredibly hard to relax.

They were close enough to make me question their awareness of the very concept of personal space.

Shiki looked blissful directly in front of me.

Meanwhile, Tomoe and Mio lounged at my sides as if this were the most natural arrangement in the world.

Even shifting slightly was nerve-wracking.

There were several things I wanted to say, but I couldn’t quite find the words.

“This water sure is clear,” I said at last.

Many hot springs have distinct colors. When we first struck the source, I hadn’t paid that much attention, but this one seemed colorless.

“Not entirely,” Tomoe corrected gently. “It’s faintly milky. Once the bath is filled, it clouds only slightly. In the standing bath, the water appears somewhat more opaque.”

A standing bath? I’d never heard of that before.

From the name alone, I imagined a bath you enter while standing upright, like a deep pool.

“I see,” I replied.

“Young Master,” Tomoe said softly, her usual bravado absent, “these past two years have been eventful. Moments like this, when we can simply relax together, are especially precious.”

She wore a calm smile I rarely saw, her crimson eyes warm and unguarded.

Hearing someone mention the past two years made it feel like a long time had passed. And yet, when I looked back on it, it also felt impossibly short.

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “It’s nice to have days like this once in a while. Thanks—for everything. All of you.”

“What are you saying?” Tomoe replied at once. “I merely said that I’m happy. There is no need for thanks, Young Master.”

When she looks at me like that, so directly, it’s embarrassing.

We’re close enough that our skin nearly touches.

And…

They’re floating.

I hadn’t known, of course. After I reached a certain age, I never bathed together with either of my sisters.

But when they’re larger, they float.

I could feel the blood rushing to my head. I tried to shift away, but with both sides blocked in, there was nowhere to go.

At this rate, overheating was basically guaranteed.

“That’s right,” Mio added gently. “If anyone should be offering thanks, it’s us. Ever since we met you, Young Master, we’ve experienced so many unforgettable things. Delicious food, joyful moments, everything. So, please, allow me to say it instead. Thank you, Young Master.”

Her head came to rest against my shoulder.

Because I’d been sitting slightly higher in the water—trying not to overheat—she simply leaned in and used my shoulder as a pillow.

Ooooooh no.

This is bad. Very bad.

“R-right. Well, I’ll just… wash my hair or something. I think I forgot earlier. You two take your time.”

Playing what I’d intended as my emergency escape card, I managed to stand.

However—

“Then allow me to wash your back properly. As your foremost retainer, I insist.”

“I’ll clean the front!”

Neither of them showed any mercy.

Tomoe countered my move with a back-washing card, and Mio? Well, nothing worked on her from the start.

The front? What does that even mean?

“Ah—”

Mio reached for the towel resting on the edge of the bath, and the sight of her filled my vision completely.

It was direct.

You can’t blame me.

With nothing but the water clinging to her skin.

Today, of all days, I cursed the fact that my eyesight had been perfectly restored in this other world.

This is bad.

I instinctively stepped back—

Only for something soft to press against my back.

“Are you quite all right, Young Master?”

It was Tomoe.

Ah.

This is over.

“Fwoah.”

A strange, feeble sound I’d never made before escaped my throat.

Shiki, how are you still calmly enjoying the bath?

All strength drained from my body, and with it, my consciousness slipped away.
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“Perhaps we went a little too far with our teasing. Fufu… how endearingly innocent he is.”

In the room labeled “Makoto’s Private Changing Area”—which in truth was more of a suite—Makoto lay flushed on the bed while his three attendants gathered around him.

Mio sat in a chair beside the bed, gently cooling him with a hand fan.

Tomoe and Shiki stood nearby, conversing in low voices.

“I wasn’t teasing at all,” Mio asserted. “I very much enjoyed it.”

“Indeed,” Tomoe agreed lightly. “I enjoyed myself as well. Everything I said to him was sincere. The only jest was that bit about washing his back. However, Mio, I must admit, I was surprised that your ‘cleaning the front’ remark was not in jest.”

“U-um, well…”

As Mio faltered, Shiki spoke up instead.

“Still, I didn’t expect Young Master to be so conscious of the mixed bathing. Was it not a common custom in his homeland?”

“It was,” Tomoe replied after a moment’s thought. “At least until long before his birth. In more recent times, it seems men and women of age seldom bathe together, even in hot springs.”

“I see. Even so, I found it surprising,” Shiki said with a faint smile. “To see Young Master in such a state.”

“Oh? And why is that, Shiki?”

“Because as Young Master often tells us himself, if he truly regarded us solely as family or comrades, he would not have panicked so much. Nor overheated quite so dramatically.”

“Hmm.”

“Of course, I do not doubt his sincerity,” Shiki continued gently. “But when it comes to Tomoe-dono and Mio-dono, I believe…”

He trailed off there, debating whether to finish his thought.

“What is it, Shiki?” Mio pressed. “If you are going to say something, say it properly. Leaving it half-spoken is unsettling.”

“Very well.” Shiki nodded. “I think Young Master is fully aware of you both as women as well.”

“Oh?” Tomoe’s lips curved faintly.

“Eh?” Mio froze.

“Like family: deeply so. And yet, at the same time, as members of the opposite sex. Those perceptions are not easily reconciled. It’s no wonder he was flustered.”

Shiki gave a wry smile.

To hold two truths that seemed mutually exclusive—to see someone as family, and yet also as a man or a woman—was complicated even to imagine. Considering Makoto’s position, Shiki could only smile ruefully.

“If that’s true,” Tomoe said at last, “then it is something to be pleased about.”

“Young Master sees me as…” Mio murmured, her face reddening further as she stared at Makoto.

The two had very different reactions to Shiki’s theory.

Tomoe remained composed, almost amused.

Mio, meanwhile, had turned scarlet and was muttering to herself, lost in thought.

“Well then, Mio,” Tomoe said briskly, turning toward the door. “Let me know when he wakes up. I shall open the hot springs to the others. Many are eager to take their turn. If it proves popular, perhaps I shall issue annual passes for two ryo—no, in my generous mood, one ryo.”

With that, Tomoe strode out.

“Ah, Tomoe-dono!” Shiki called after her. “Regarding that matter from Lyca’s book, shall we inform Young Master?”

“After dinner will suffice,” Tomoe replied. “And besides, who would wish to soil themselves immediately after a bath?”

“Quite right. We shall speak later.”

“Mm. Young Master… truly?” Mio murmured. She remained in her own little world, gazing at Makoto with unmistakable fondness as she gently fanned him.

That day, the residents of the Demiplane discovered hot springs, which were met with overwhelming approval.

But perhaps the ones who felt the greatest happiness of all were Mio and Tomoe.
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An uncharted snowfield.

For Kaleneon, daily pressed to the brink by relentless natural forces, any new information about the land was invaluable. Yet as the word uncharted implied, no one could predict what might happen there.

For instance, a dangerous magical beast that normally only appeared far from the city might descend upon you without warning.

Just a little further. Just a bit more.

More often than not, those were the words that lured adventurers to their deaths.

A pair of adventurers—a man and a woman moving with unmistakable skill—vented their frustration even as they fought for their lives.

“Damn it! There’s a reason this place kept getting pushed down the priority list!”

“And yet we haven’t found a single decent catch or useful material!”

They had just survived a savage assault from a pure-white lion.

Barely.

Among the magical beasts discovered around Kaleneon, three were considered extraordinarily dangerous.

The Snow Lion was one of them. Normally it required at least two full adventurer parties working in coordination to defeat safely.

For just the two of them, it was a hopeless situation.

“Don’t you dare give up!” the woman snapped, teeth clenched. “If we retreat little by little and get caught in the scouts’ net, we might still—”

“I’m not dying here!” the man shot back. “I haven’t conquered Luria-chan’s cooking yet!”

Even while trading bravado, they clawed for every second of life, searching desperately for an escape route.

In truth, being discovered by one of the elite demi-human patrol teams or the Adventurers’ Guild’s finest was a realistic possibility. With a bit of luck, survival wasn’t impossible.

“?!”

Suddenly, the snow around them exploded upward.

A brutal crosswind tore through the battlefield, and their vision was swallowed by glittering white and blinding light.

This was the worst possible development.

The conditions now overwhelmingly favored the beast.

They grimaced, cursing their misfortune.

In reality, they were extraordinarily lucky. The Snow Lion’s killing intent swelled and then vanished in the next instant.

A heartbeat later, the woman used wind magic to clear their field of vision. After confirming each other’s safety, the two immediately sharpened their senses, searching for the beast.

There, lying on its side, blood flowing from its head, was the Snow Lion.

“It’s been shot clean through the skull.”

“In that chaos? And I didn’t sense anything: no killing intent, no presence except ours and the lion’s!”

“But look.”

“There’s no arrow left. So… magic? But I didn’t feel any mana at all.”

“Neither did I.”

“Well, we survived, and with a major trophy, at that.”

Even so, the victory felt wildly disproportionate to the risk. This was an adventure in the truest and most terrifying sense.

They exchanged small, shaky smiles.

“Right. We’ll dismantle it fast, take only the essential materials, then turn back.”

“Leave the rest as bait for other beasts?”

“Yeah. If we can avoid another fight and make it back to town, that’d be ideal.”

“Agreed. If whoever saved us is at the tavern later, we should buy them a drink.”

“Yeah. Either someone from the Kuzunoha Company or the Guild’s hidden trump card. Please let it be one of those.”

“A new threat would be the worst-case scenario. Something that can one-shot a Snow Lion without anyone noticing? That’s not funny.”

And so, the pair returned safely to the city.

Ordinarily, bringing back materials from a Snow Lion would have caused a massive stir: an achievement worthy of headlines.

However, on that very same day, Kaleneon was thrown into chaos over the joyful and monumental discovery of a certain “specialty product.”

In the commotion, news of both the Snow Lion and the adventurers’ miraculous survival was quietly overshadowed.

Unaware that they had nearly crossed paths with the search party for that very specialty product, the two adventurers simply raised their glasses in the tavern, offering each other a wry, grateful toast to being alive.
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