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  Prologue

The Kingdom of Inraku had reached the very pinnacle of its glory. 

Yet, beneath that veneer of prosperity, numerous organizations conspired to bring about its downfall. If one were to trace those shadows back to their source, they would arrive at a single door: the Lousouth Ducal House.

The family was headed by my father, Balan Lousouth. Despite being the King’s older brother, he had been stripped of his succession rights due to his wretched personality and mediocre talents. Now, he and his house were primarily entrusted with the kingdom’s "dark work," acting as the realm’s unofficial—and, in his own mind, highly competent—tacticians.

But my father was also a man of boundless, twisted ambition.

"We are the ones who should truly inherit this nation!"

That was Balan Lousouth’s favorite refrain.

As the third son born into such a house, I, Yuri Lousouth, knew the future awaiting this family better than anyone else. I had a good reason, of course. In the world of the RPG Saint Quest, Yuri Lousouth was the ultimate mastermind.

Saint Quest was a title often described as a "depressing game." My family was the core of every incident aimed at subverting the state. As Yuri, I was supposed to be the protagonist’s ally until the final act, only to abandon the party once the truth was revealed. Later, I would stand before them as the final boss.

I realized all of this on the day I turned ten.

At first, I couldn't bring myself to believe it. But the more I investigated, the more undeniable it became: this was the world of Saint Quest.

And that meant this coup was destined to fail.

No matter how many schemes my father devised, the "protagonists" would thwart every single one of them. When the dust settled, the mastermind Balan would be executed—and under the law of collective responsibility, the entire Lousouth family would follow him to the block. As the man destined to reign as the final boss, my fate was especially sealed.

Because I had played the game religiously in my previous life, I remembered the gruesome details all too well.

I finally get reincarnated into a game I love, and of all people, I have to be Yuri? The one guy guaranteed to meet a miserable end? I would have been perfectly happy as some nameless mob character who never touched the plot.

I couldn't help but lament my circumstances. However, even as I wallowed in self-pity, the clock was ticking toward my destruction. I had to take early measures to avoid my ruin. The only question was... how?

Independence. That’s my only play.

The first rule was to stay away from the main story. But as long as I remained a member of the Lousouth House, I’d be executed along with the rest. To survive, I had to establish a new house entirely separate from the Duke. 

The fastest way to achieve that would be to earn a knighthood. Of course, such a title required significant merit. For example:

Subjugating a dragon, the strongest of all species.
Annihilating a legendary band of thieves.
Developing the frontier to expand the national borders.
Or, perhaps, taking down the traitors plotting to overthrow the government.

In other words, if I simply handed my family over to the authorities, I’d have my title in no time. Problem solved.

Except, obviously, it wouldn’t be that simple. If I tried to report my father now, he would just pin everything on me, and I’d be the one sent to the gallows. Between a trusted Duke and his ten-year-old son, it wasn't hard to guess whose word the court would take.

I had been reborn, and I had no intention of dying again. To live, I had to get out of this house as soon as possible. Time was a finite resource. Having set my course, I immediately began acting to derail my predetermined fate.



Dinner time.

Fortunately, it was a rule in the Lousouth House that the family ate together. Of course, there was never any conversation; we simply ate the food placed before us in suffocating silence. In such a heavy atmosphere, even the finest delicacies tasted like ash.

It was no wonder. If anyone so much as made a sound, they were met with a piercing glare and a barrage of verbal abuse. There was even a story about a servant who had been fired on the spot just for dropping a piece of cutlery. My father loathed anything that didn't go exactly as he intended.

I wish he’d just eat in another room.

But for Balan, these meals were his only opportunity to monitor the state of his family, so he insisted on these gatherings whenever he was home. For me, however, today was the perfect opportunity.

The meal proceeded in its usual, oppressive silence. My throat felt tight with tension, but I steeled my resolve and spoke.

"Father, I have something I wish to discuss with you."

The moment I broke the silence, my siblings’ eyes nearly popped out of their heads. None of them dared to speak, though. They knew better than anyone what kind of punishment Father handed out to those who interrupted his meals.

Knot, the eldest son, pretended he hadn't heard a thing and kept eating.
Marco, the second son, looked at me with eyes full of pity, as if he were already watching my funeral.
Miranda, the eldest daughter, wore a nasty, mocking smirk.
Only Sasha, the youngest daughter, looked at me with genuine worry, shaking her head slightly as if to say, Stop, don't do it.

My mother, Martha, ignored the situation entirely, her face a mask of apathy. My father, Balan, simply narrowed his eyes.

"...We are eating."

"I am sorry, Father. However, it is a matter of great importance to me."

Balan set his fork down with a deliberate clatter and fixed me with a sharp, predatory gaze.

"...Speak."

"I have turned ten years old."

"So I have heard." His tone was dismissive, signaling that the conversation was already over.

I didn't let the pressure crush me. "I believe it is time for me to see the world beyond these walls, for the sake of my future education."

My father’s hand clenched into a tight fist. His rage was palpable, a physical weight in the room. But in an instant, he regained his composure, returning to his usual cold, calculated self.

"...Fine. I have a small territory on the frontier. I shall grant it to you. Go there and learn what it means to be a lord."

"Th-thank you, Father!"

I hadn't expected him to hand over land so easily. My voice cracked slightly from the sheer relief. If I had my own territory, developing it would count as a significant achievement—a shortcut to total independence. He was likely dumping it on me because it was in terrible shape, but that was fine. The worse the starting point, the more credit I’d get just for making it functional.

"Make your preparations immediately. I want you gone as soon as possible. I will have the appointment papers sent to you later."

And so, I chose the frontier as my sanctuary to escape the story.



After dinner, Balan returned to his private office. He summoned his butler immediately to discuss the exchange.

"You are making Lord Yuri the governor of that frontier land, sir?"

"That place needed a ruler. The timing is perfect," Balan said, a thin, cruel smile touching his lips.

The butler understood everything instantly. "Shall I dispatch... someone?"

"And make it look as though I’m assassinating my own son? Don't be absurd."

"My apologies, my lord. That was short-sighted of me."

"It is a village on the verge of collapse anyway. Leaving it be costs me nothing."

"True. And if a village is already dying, there's no telling when monsters might finish the job," the butler replied with a bow.

Balan’s smile widened. 

"I shall see to the arrangements, then." The butler bowed again and slipped out of the room.

Left alone, Balan let out a low, dark chuckle. The scene at dinner had merely been a convenient excuse. Compared to his older brothers, Yuri’s talents were mediocre at best; he was a potential stain on the Lousouth name. Balan had intended to dispose of the boy eventually, but he hadn't expected the child to volunteer for his own exile.

Perhaps he realized I was planning to eliminate him.

For the boy to suggest leaving the house himself... it seemed that even if he lacked talent, his survival instincts were sharp.

"To choose to leave the stage of his own accord... how admirable. Though, if he actually manages to survive in that wasteland, perhaps I’ll find a use for him after all."

Balan’s sinister laughter echoed through the empty office.
The Mastermind’s Trap

My father, Balan, hadn’t just granted me a territory; he had also provided a small pouch heavy with gold coins as a relocation allowance. 

For someone like me—stuck at a near-starting Level before the original story had even begun—it was a godsend. 

Does he actually care for his son? 

No. There was no way that man harbored such a commendable sentiment. They say a lion drops its cub into a ravine to test it, but my father was the type to send an assassin down after the cub just to finish the job. If anything, I had to assume this "gift" of land was nothing more than a trap.

I’d even had an appraiser check the gold, suspecting they might be counterfeit, but every last coin was genuine. I suppose a deception that obvious was beneath him.

In that case, the trap lay elsewhere. It could be the coachman or the guards escorting me to the village, or perhaps one—or all—of the servants assigned to me were hidden assassins. Perhaps my father, who was already in league with the demons, would use their influence to set monsters on my trail. 

Or, and I felt this was the most likely scenario, the commoners living in my new domain were either assassins themselves or those who had dared to defy him.

In the current climate, a "good noble" was defined as someone who squeezed every last cent from the populace to fund a decadent lifestyle in the Royal Capital. It was only logical to assume the people of the Lousouth domain hated my father’s guts. If he were going to hand a piece of that land to me, where would he pick? 

If I were in his shoes, I’d choose a place with zero revenue and a rebellious population.

I stared down at the documents my father had spread across the table. One appointed me as the lord of the area surrounding Alf Village. The other was a map of the territory.

On paper, the location was a vital strategic point for the Kingdom of Inraku, situated at the crossroads of the Trismalis Demon Kingdom, the Huge Beast Kingdom, the Holy Principality of Ames, and the Dragunov Empire. Because of its importance, Duke Lousouth had kept a personal watch over it. Sending his own son, Yuri, to govern it might sound like a prestigious appointment to an outsider.

In reality, the area around Alf Village was a barren wasteland with no resources and soil too poor for crops. There wasn't a country in the world that actually wanted to occupy it. If anything, it was a strategic liability; it required a garrison of soldiers that most nations couldn't afford to waste.

It wasn't a promotion. It was a polite form of exile.

"Well, food shortages are a certainty," I muttered. "I probably won't even have decent weapons or armor. I'll need to arrange for traveling merchants, but more than anything, I’m short on people I can trust."

The more I planned, the more the list of deficiencies grew.

"I suppose if it comes down to it, I only need to look after myself. I could build a hut and aim for a quiet, slow life."

That was the absolute last resort, of course. 

The movements of my father, the mastermind. The actions of the game's protagonists. The shifting tides of the Kingdom and its neighbors. With so many unknowns, trying to live a "slow life" now would be like walking naked into a lion’s den.

"I need at least one person I can trust implicitly. Ideally three, but I don't have the funds to hire that kind of loyalty."

However, I knew of a place in this city that could provide exactly what I needed. Clutching the pouch of gold, I headed straight for the shop.

◇  ◇  ◇

The destination for my high-spirited march was, as you might have guessed, a slave trader.

In the Kingdom of Inraku, the slave trade was perfectly legal. Of course, the treatment of slaves was strictly regulated by law; you couldn't just go around intentionally harming them. 

The same legal weight applied to the slaves themselves. Contract Magic was used to ensure a master’s orders were absolute, provided they didn't violate the law. For someone in my position, they were the only "human resources" I could rely on without fearing a knife in the back.

Despite being only ten years old, my status as the Duke’s son earned me immediate entry into a lavish reception room. Shortly after, a portly man hurried in to greet me.

"My, my, Lord Yuri! What brings you to such a humble establishment? Are you perhaps looking for personnel for your new pioneering project?"

As expected of a slave trader—hardly a day had passed, and he already had the intel. For a split second, I was impressed, but then a cold suspicion took hold. I looked at the man's greasy, practiced smile. 

Isn't his information a bit too fresh? It was as if he’d heard it directly from my father. 

Once the seed of doubt was planted, everything about the man felt like a red flag.

"You’re well-informed. Where did you hear about my appointment?"

"That is a trade secret, I’m afraid. Even for a request from Lord Yuri, I cannot reveal my sources."

"I see... Well, if you already know the situation, this should be quick. May I see the stock?"

"Certainly. I shall bring out my finest specimens immediately. Please, wait just a moment."

He stepped out and returned almost instantly with three slaves, as if they had been waiting in the wings. There were two men and one woman, all dressed in clean white tunics. Aside from their shackled hands, they didn't look like slaves at all.

"I’ve gathered the most elite warriors in my shop. From the right, their Levels are 45, 39, and 42. These are veterans who can hold their own against high-ranking adventurers. What do you think?"

The men were clearly powerful, their muscles bulging beneath their clothes, and the woman had the sharp, disciplined air of a professional. 

I didn't take the merchant's word for it. Instead, I activated Appraisal Magic.

In the game, this was an ability exclusive to the protagonist. For some reason, I had been able to use it since my reincarnation. It seemed the world treated me as a "player" rather than just an NPC. It was because of this magic that I’d realized I was Yuri Lousouth, discovered my own terrifyingly high aptitudes, and learned that I had been subconsciously faking my abilities to hide them from my father. I suppose I had my father to thank for that much; I had taken his lesson of "trust no one, not even family" very much to heart.

I turned the Appraisal Magic on the slaves.

Their Levels were exactly as the merchant had claimed. Their stats were high, and some even possessed rare skills. However, I noticed a glaring problem in their status windows.

Every single one of them was already bound by a contract to another person. 

The name on the contracts: Balan Lousouth.

I knew it. This trader was firmly under my father’s thumb. 

Could you even place a second contract on a slave who was already bound? Likely not, but if my father was behind it, he’d found a way to bypass the logic. If I had signed those papers, I would have been paying gold to house my own executioners.

I bit my lip, suppressed the rage building inside me, and maintained a polite smile.

"They certainly look capable, but I don't think they'll fit my specific needs. My apologies."

"Oh? Is that so?" the trader asked, sounding genuinely surprised. "Would you like to see the others, then?"

"Yes. If you please."

I kept my voice steady and my smile fixed. To the trader, a ten-year-old acting with this much composure must have seemed eerie. To his credit, he didn't let his mask slip either. 

However, every single slave he brought out after that carried the same hidden contract with Balan.

◇  ◇  ◇

In the end, I left the shop without buying a single soul.

My father truly was a master of his craft. He had anticipated that I would turn to slaves for "trustworthy" help and had set the snare before I even arrived. It wasn't just me, either; he likely planted pre-contracted slaves with other nobles too. 

That way, he could trigger an assassination whenever it suited him.

"At this rate, I’ll never find anyone who isn't a puppet for the mastermind..."

Actually, that wasn't true. I had a few names in mind. 

The game’s protagonists were definitely clean, but getting involved with them meant triggering the main plot. If the story followed its original course, I would eventually be dragged to the chopping block regardless.

I needed someone completely disconnected from the main scenario. Someone the mastermind wouldn't even bother to notice.

"Wait... there was that girl."

A memory surfaced—a "mob" character from the early game. She was originally from the Royal Capital. Because she died before the plot even thickened, she had zero connection to the mastermind.

She carried a heavy burden, though. As a commoner and a half-beastman, she was a pariah in the Kingdom of Inraku. Unable to find honest work, she lived on scraps and garbage. 

In the original timeline, five years from now, she would be chased away by guards and grow desperate. Despite having no combat ability, she would venture outside the city to hunt, only to be killed by a high-ranking monster that had no business being in the starting zone. It was a tragic, forced event that was mentioned only in a single, throwaway line of dialogue. No one ever saved her.

She was perfect. She was safe, she was far removed from the plot, and she was exactly what I needed right now.

"Alright. It's time to go find Fee."
The Mob Girl of the Doom Flag

Fee was a half-breed, born to a human and a cat Beastman.

She was a girl who lived in rags—filthy, tattered clothes that had long since lost their original color. Malnourished and stunted, she was far smaller than other children her age, her physical development clearly lagging behind.

It was only natural. In the Kingdom of Inraku, Beastmen were targets of persecution by default. For a Half-beastman, the prejudice was even more severe.

The only people who ever approached her were the deviants—the so-called Beastman Fanciers. Their goal was never to help; they simply wanted an exotic pet to keep on a leash. To them, she wasn't a person.

Because of those circumstances, Fee had learned to distrust any noble who whispered sweet promises.

"Fee... how much longer can I keep going like this?"

Today, she had managed to survive by scavenging through a restaurant’s trash bin, but a sudden wave of anxiety washed over her.

What am I even living for?

In a world where everyone felt like an enemy, she clung to life with everything she had. But was that really the right answer? 

Savoring the bitter taste of despair, Fee clutched a handful of nearly inedible raw scraps she’d pulled from the bin and scurried toward a deserted back alley.

◇　◆　◇

I had decided to find Fee, but the Royal Capital was vast.

She obviously wouldn't be lurking around the Noble District, but she could be anywhere else in the city. If she was still scavenging for "ingredients" in the trash, then the back alleys behind the local eateries were my best bet.

That said, the Royal Capital had an exhausting number of restaurants.

No, hold on.

If she was that desperate for food, wouldn't it be easier to just lure her out with bait?

"...Shall I give it a try?"

I had planned to buy supplies anyway, so a little extra spending wouldn't hurt. Even if I failed, the loss would just end up in my own stomach.

I went to a nearby stall, purchased ten skewers of grilled meat, and headed into the alleys. Dim, damp, and smelling of rot, the place was a hangout for the city's poorest children—those who couldn't work and struggled to find a single meal.

Eventually, an Orphanage would be established in the Royal Capital to help these kids, but at this point in time, their numbers were overwhelming.

The savory scent of grilled meat wafting off me drew every eye in the alley.

Could my father have bribed even these nameless mobs to act like starving kids? My enemies are professionals, after all.

I shook the thought off, mentally mocking my own paranoia, and handed a skewer to a nearby girl.

"…?" She tilted her head in confusion.

"Don't you want it? I figured you were hungry."

"…!?"

She nodded her head frantically. She took the skewer, hesitated for a second, pulled off a single piece of meat for herself, and tried to hand the rest to a boy sitting next to her.

"You don't have to do that," I said. "I'll give him one, too."

"…Is it okay?"

"Yeah, of course. It’s just a whim, though."

"Thank you, big brother!"

The two of them began to eat with genuine delight. Naturally, the other children watching the scene enviously began to swarm me. They didn't bother with a line; it was a desperate, chaotic scramble to be first.

"Single file! Line up or no one gets anything!"

They froze instantly and formed a perfect line. By handing the skewers out one by one, I could inspect every face. If Fee heard about someone handing out free food, she’d eventually show up. This way, I wouldn't miss her.

Once I finished the first ten, I told the kids to wait and went back to the stall for more. The owner frowned at me, clearly troubled by my behavior.

"Look, I'm happy for the business, kid, but this is pointless. You aren't going to save them."

I knew what he meant. Their hunger wasn't a one-day problem; it was a constant state of being. Satisfying their bellies on a whim wouldn't change their reality.

But my goal was different. I was here for Fee.

"It’s fine. I’m just doing this for my own self-satisfaction."

"If you say so..."

"Just keep grilling. The crowd is only going to get bigger."

I made several trips, continuing to distribute meat to the kids. I was already certain of my victory—

◇　◇　◇

"…Why hasn't she come?"

I’d fed almost every child in the vicinity, yet Fee was nowhere to be seen. Had my plan failed?

In hindsight, it was full of holes. It relied on Fee being in this part of the city today and believing a suspicious rumor about free meat. Maybe she was just more cautious than the others.

I was contemplating calling it a day when I heard a commotion further down the alley.

"Hey, what are you doing here!"

"Get out of here, you smell like a beast!"

"What if the big brother gets disgusted and leaves? Can you take responsibility for that!?"

"Um, well... that..."

I ran toward the shouting and found Fee. She was smaller than the others, huddled on the ground and trembling while three boys surrounded her. Her long silver hair was a mess of tangles, and the cat ears atop her head served as the undeniable proof that she was not human.

"I-I didn't know... I was just walking past..."

"Liar! You came for the meat, didn't you?"

"He's not giving anything to the likes of you!"

It seemed she was bullied even by the other alley kids. No wonder she hadn't joined the line. I stepped in with a heavy sigh.

"That's enough. I don't remember saying I wouldn't feed her."

"B-But, big brother..."

"That thing is a beast!"

"…She looks like a normal human to me."

I ignored their protests and held a skewer out to Fee.

"Do you want to eat, too?"

She stared at the meat, her eyes wide with shock. "I-Is it okay?"

"I'm giving them to everyone. Unless you don't want it?"

"I want it! Thank you... nano."

She reached for the meat with a look of pure joy, but her legs suddenly gave out. She fell toward me.

"Whoops. You okay?"

"S-Sorry... nano."

She offered a faint, fleeting smile before losing consciousness. It seemed she had been pushing herself far beyond her limit despite her poor health.

"Tch. We're done for today. I'm taking this girl to rest."

"U-Um..."

"What? I'm busy."

"Well... I'm sorry. For calling her a beast..."

Seeing me treat her with kindness seemed to have sparked some reflection in the boy. He bowed his head.

"You should tell her that yourself when she wakes up."

"Yeah! I will. Thanks, meat-big-brother!"

The boy waved and ran off. I hoisted Fee onto my back and headed home.

◇　◆　◇

Wait... where am I?

Fee woke up and stared at her surroundings in total confusion. She was used to sleeping in the dirt; having a roof that kept out the wind was her version of a luxury. Now, she was lying in a real bed, wearing a soft white nightgown, in a room larger than any she had ever seen.

It was like a dream.

No, it has to be a dream... nano.

Her last memory was of the boy who had defended her in the alley. The memory of his words made her chest feel warm. She decided she must have died. That was the only explanation for why she was in a place that looked like a noble’s manor.

"If I'm already dead, I wish I could have at least tasted that meat."

"You're just recovering from a fever. No meat for you," I said.

"Hyaah!?"

She nearly jumped out of her skin, having not realized I was in the room.

"Don't force yourself up. The doctor said it was overwork and malnutrition. Stay here until you're better."

"I-Is it really okay?"

"If you were to collapse outside my door, it would start nasty rumors. It would be a real pain for me."

"Auu... I'm sorry... nano."

She looked genuinely guilt-ridden at the thought of causing me trouble.

"Don't sweat it. It was a whim. Besides, I have something I want to ask of you."

"Something you want to ask?"

I don't think I can do anything for him... Wait, is he one of those Beastman Fanciers?

She tensed up, looking for a way to escape if things turned south.

"You're struggling to find food, right? If you're willing, why not come work for me?"

"F-Fee is, well... she's not a pet!"

"A pet? I'm short-staffed. I want you to work as an Apprentice Maid."

Realizing she had jumped to a wild conclusion, her face turned bright red.

"Auau. P-Please forget I said that... nano."

"More importantly, what do you say?"

"More importantly?! It's important to me! But why Fee? There are plenty of other kids who want to work. Kids who aren't... half-breeds. Just normal kids—"

"I only look for one thing. You're the only one who satisfied the requirement. That's all there is to it."

"Fee did? B-But Fee is clumsy and... well..."

"You can take your time to fix that. So, will you work for me?"

He had protected her in the alley. He didn't want a pet. For the first time, she felt like she could trust someone.

If I’m just going to keep drifting along without a purpose, maybe I should take a step forward.

Fee took a breath and nodded.

"I'll... be in your care... nano."

In the original timeline, Fee was destined to die in the forests near the Royal Capital, killed by monsters. Instead, she became my first loyal retainer.
Appraisal

Now that Fee had agreed to work for me, I wanted to head for my territory immediately, but there were still loose ends to tie up in the Royal Capital.

Though she had recovered to a degree, she was still a long way from her peak.

"Yuri-sama? What are we doing today?"

"Let’s see. Shopping for supplies, mostly. I’d also like to recruit more talent if I find any, though I doubt I’ll find anyone better than you, Fee."

Everyone in this city has the face of a traitor.

The person most likely to be a reliable companion was the old man at the street stall, but I couldn't exactly drag a man with a family out to the sticks. Or rather, I had already tried to invite him, and he’d turned me down.

"Meat skewers won't sell in the frontier, kid," he’d said with a smirk, but I suspected there was another reason. I didn't push it; I simply backed off.

"Th-there are plenty of people better than Fee..."

Fee’s face turned a deep shade of crimson as she tried to hide behind the brim of her bucket hat. 

She was currently dressed in a white bucket hat and a charming Apprentice Maid outfit adorned with light blue frills. I had requested something more modest, but somehow, we had ended up with this. It certainly emphasized her cuteness, so I suppose it wasn't a total failure.

I had spent some time physically checking the garment to ensure there were no tracking devices or traps. I did this while she was wearing it, of course.

It’s just a normal maid outfit. No special abilities. No magical enchantments. Stat-wise, it’s basically Defense +1.

Once I was satisfied with its safety, I looked up to find Fee frozen stiff, her face glowing red with tension. The servants had all vanished. Apparently, they expected some kind of "white mist" scenario to unfold and had considerately made themselves scarce.

At first, they had looked at me with suspicion for bringing home a "filthy beastman," so I decided to let them believe I had... carnal motivations for keeping her. It would likely result in her being treated better by the staff.

Honestly. I’m ten years old. I shouldn't even be capable of such things.

I was completely unaware of the rumors circulating among the servants—that I had been acting far too mature lately, and that my actual age was likely much higher.

"P-please, say something," Fee whispered, looking worried as I lost myself in thought.

"Right. It’s almost time for lunch."

"That’s not what I meant!"

As if on cue, Fee’s stomach let out a loud growl. She clutched her midsection, her face turning even redder, and I couldn't help but let out a small laugh.



After a quick meal at our usual stall, I led us into the shadows of a narrow back alley.

"U-um, Yuri-sama? What are we doing in a place like this?"

"I’ve been scouting the city. Hardly anyone passes through here at this hour. It’s convenient for me."

"C-convenient? You mean—" Fee clutched her skirt tightly. "U-um, it’s my first time, so please... be gentle."

"…? Ah. I don't think it will hurt, but it’s my first time using it this thoroughly on someone else. Let me know if you feel any discomfort."

"Y-yes..."

Fee squeezed her eyes shut. When I’d used it on myself, it hadn't hurt at all, but I suppose the idea of someone else peering into your very soul is naturally frightening. 

I funneled mana into my right eye and stared intently at her. Faint, ethereal letters began to manifest above her head.

Name: Fee
Gender: Female | Age: 11 | Race: Beastman
Job: Apprentice Maid
Level: 1
HP: 16/16 (E)
MP: 0/0 (E)
Attack: 1 (E)
Defense: 1 (E)
Agility: 3 (C)
Magic: 1 (E)
[Skill]
Dagger: 1 (C)
[Magic]
Earth: 1 (E) | Wind: 1 (D)

Even if I were being generous, I couldn't call these stats high. Still, Fee possessed the innate disposition of an elite assassin; having her as an ally rather than an enemy was a blessing.

It seemed this Appraisal display was unique to me. To my eyes, it was a familiar status screen from the game, but I knew the truth was far more dangerous. If these details were common knowledge, power gaps would be impossible to hide. Apparently, other people’s versions of Appraisal weren't digitized; they could usually only discern a person's level.

For comparison, my own stats looked like this:

Name: Yuri Lousouth
Gender: Male | Age: 10 | Race: Human
Job: Third Son of a Duke
Level: 1
HP: 32/32 (A)
MP: 20/20 (S)
Attack: 5 (A)
Defense: 3 (C)
Agility: 3 (C)
Magic: 10 (S)
[Skill]
Swordsmanship: 1 (B) | Disguise: 5 (A) | Appraisal: 10 (EX) | Chantless Casting: 1 (S)
[Magic]
Fire: 1 (B) | Water: 1 (C) | Earth: 1 (A) | Wind: 1 (B) | Dark: 1 (S)

Is the sheer breadth of my talent simply because I’m the mastermind—the final boss?

I didn't have a clear baseline for these numbers yet, but based on the few people I’d scanned, a typical adult was Level 5 to 10 with stats around 10 and one or two skills at Level 3. Trained soldiers usually had double those values. My sample size was small, so there was likely more variance, but still...

"That’s enough. I’ve seen what I needed to see."

"Fueh?" Fee let out a startled squeak. "U-um, but... you didn't do anything yet."

"I already did. I used Appraisal to check your potential."

Fee blinked, her mouth hanging open. "I-if that’s all, we didn't have to come here. You could have just done that in the guest room."

"No, there’s a reason I couldn't."

In the manor, I never knew who was watching. When I activate Appraisal, my right eye glows a distinct gold. A physical change that obvious meant I had to be extremely careful about when and where I used it.

"More importantly, we’re going to buy you a weapon."

"F-Fee’s weapon? But I’ve never fought before."

"I know. That’s why I checked your aptitudes."

"C-could it be? Do I have some kind of hidden power?"

"No, nothing like that. You just happen to have the Dagger skill, so you'll be able to use one reasonably well."

"A skill?! Fee has a skill too?!"

"Most people have one or two."

"I understand! Fee will do her best to master Dagger Arts!"

The sight of her psyching herself up was undeniably cute, but it only served to increase my inner anxiety. 

"In that case, let's go. We're getting you a dagger."

"Okay! Ah... but Fee doesn't have any money."

"A weapon is a tool for work. Of course I’m paying for it."

"Really?"

"Obviously. Now come on, we have a lot to get through today."

"Right! And then we can go give meat to everyone again!"

"No, that’s not in the—well, fine. If we finish early, we’ll go."

"Yay!"

And so, we made our way to the weapon shop.



"Yuri-sama, thank you so much."

Fee clutched the new dagger to her chest as if it were a holy relic.

"Don't mention it. I expect you to train hard from now on."

"I will!"

With Fee smiling happily at my side, we began walking toward the meat skewer stall. On the way, we ran into the boy from the back alleys.

"Ah! It’s the meat-bro! I’ve been looking for you!" He ran up to us, looking excited. I wondered if he expected another handout. Well, he wasn't entirely wrong.

"I haven't bought the food yet."

"Hey! You make it sound like I’m only looking for you because I’m hungry!"

"Am I wrong? Then I guess you don't want any meat."

"I do! Wait, no! That’s not it! A lady came looking for you."

Looking for me? I barely knew anyone in this city. I glanced at the girl beside me. 

"Fee, I’m right here. You don't need to send people to find me."

"It wasn't Fee!"

"No, not her," the boy corrected. "What was her name again? Elina?"

I didn't recognize the name. The only person in the original game with a similar name was the Saint, Emilina. But there was no reason for a heroine like her to seek me out. Then again, she was destined to open an orphanage; perhaps my "charity" had caught her attention.

"Did she say she was a Saint?" I asked, testing my theory.

"Ah, yeah! That’s it! She said she was a Saint or something like that!"

There’s no doubt about it then. I know exactly what I need to do.



While healing the masses at the Church, Saint Emilina also provided relief to the poor. However, the poverty in the Royal Capital was a tide no single person could stem. The occasional soup kitchens organized by the Church were nowhere near enough.

That was when she heard the rumors: a young boy was distributing meat to the children in the slums. 

He must be a soul of profound nobility, she thought. Someone who cannot stand by while children suffer.

Driven by a sudden, irresistible urge to meet him, Emilina had slipped out of the Church and headed for the back alleys. She had spotted a boy rummaging through a scrap pile and decided to inquire.

"Um, excuse me. May I ask you something?"

"What is it, lady? I’m busy here, can't you see?"

"My apologies. I wanted to ask about the boy who was here the other day distributing food."

"Oh, you mean the meat-bro? He’s a great guy. Feeds everyone. Doesn't care what race you are, either."

The boy’s glowing review only fueled Emilina’s curiosity. If he was truly that compassionate, he might be one of the legendary figures—a Hero or a Sage—foretold by the oracle to banish the coming darkness.

"I see. If you see him again, could you tell him that Saint Emilina wishes to meet him? I’ll keep looking for a while as well."

She handed the boy a silver coin. It was a "nuisance fee" for interrupting his work.

"Gotcha. I’ll tell him that 'Toilet Emina' wants to see him."

"It’s Saint, not Toilet. And the name is Emilina. Tell him he can find me at the Church anytime. I’m counting on you."

"Leave it to me!"

Though she felt a prickle of unease, she had no one else to turn to. If the world was truly headed toward chaos, she would need all the help she could get.

"I still don't even know what he looks like," she murmured to herself. "The boy who gives out meat... I wonder what kind of person he is."
Departure

A character from the original game, huh?

Meeting her wouldn't lead to anything good. I was sure of that. Moreover, for reasons I didn't yet understand, she was already searching for me. There’s no way this results in a positive outcome, I thought.

"I see. Thanks for telling me."

I patted the boy’s head. He tried to squirm away from my hand, looking embarrassed.

"S-stop it. If you’re really that grateful, just give me some more meat."

"You're right. This might be the last time I can, anyway."

"Eh?" The boy froze, his expression turning to one of utter bewilderment. "W-why? Did I do something wrong? If I did, I’ll say I’m sorry!"

"No, it’s nothing like that. I just always planned to head for my territory in the frontier."

"Feh? Is that true?" For some reason, Fee looked just as shocked as the boy.

"I explained this to you, didn't I?" I asked her. "I told you I received my own land and that we’d be going there eventually."

"I heard you, but I thought it would be much later!"

"It’s a fairly dilapidated place. I need to get there early to start fixing things. That’s why I was buying all those weapons and supplies, remember?"

"I mean, when you put it that way..."

"Meat Brother!" the boy interrupted. "In that case, take me with you! I might not look like much, but when it comes to being quick on my feet, I won't lose to anyone in this neighborhood!"

I glanced at him. Looking at his stats through Appraisal, the boy actually had decent overall potential. Though we had only met a few times, he didn't show any signs of being a puppet for someone else. Since he was the one who had tried to warn me about the Saint—one of the heroines destined to expose the game's ultimate mastermind—I could safely rule him out as an enemy.

But—

"No. I can’t."

"Why not!?"

"Unlike this girl, you have companions who would worry about you, don't you?"

As soon as I spoke, several other boys who had been hiding anxiously in the shadows of the nearby buildings stepped into view. They seemed to think they had been perfectly concealed, but to anyone capable of sensing presence, they might as well have been standing in the middle of the street.

The boy hadn't noticed them; he spun around, gasping in surprise. "You guys..."

"Big brother, we'll be lonely if you leave."

"Big brother, don't go!"

The younger children crowded around him, hugging him tight.

"I can't exactly tear you away from them," I said.

"Fine. I get it," the boy sighed. "I'll stay in the city."

"However, since I’ve already gotten involved with you, I’ll at least make sure you don't starve. The rest is up to you—train yourselves so you don't get tricked by the wrong people."

I reached into our supplies and pulled out three Daggers from the batch I had purchased. I handed them over to the kids.

"I'll teach you where the efficient hunting grounds are, too. With these, you should be able to earn enough to eat while you train."

"A-Are you sure?"

"Of course. Besides, a guy like you won't abandon the other street kids, right? Kids like Fee."

"O-Of course not. I... I'm really sorry about bullying you back then, Fee."

Fee shook her head. "It’s okay. Because of what happened then, Fee was able to meet Master Yuri. So, I’m actually thankful."

It seemed the old grudge between them had finally been settled.

"Now then, I’m going to go talk to the old man at the food stall and buy up a bunch of meat. You guys go gather the rest of the children."

"Got it! We'll go call them right now!"

The boys sprinted off in a frantic hurry.

Well, that was that. I didn't think I had anything left to do in the capital. By lending a hand to these children, I had inadvertently prevented the Great Orphan Riot that was supposed to occur in the original game's timeline, but that was a butterfly effect I remained blissfully unaware of.



The following day, as soon as the carriage was ready, I fled the estate.

Let sleeping heroines lie, I figured. If she was looking for me, my only choice was to vanish before she caught my scent. 

Because of the rush, we carried less luggage than originally planned; the cargo consisted mainly of food. I had selected items that were resistant to spoilage and suitable for long-term storage, but I was still paranoid about rot. I used Water Magic to create ice by suppressing the vibration of water particles to their absolute limit, then packed it into the storage crates. 

Maintaining the ice constantly drained my Magic Power, but I viewed it as a way to grind my magic levels while on the road, so it wasn't all bad. Simultaneously, I tried using Earth Magic to manipulate iron into a crude, insulated box—essentially a refrigerator—but that experiment wasn't going as well.

"Creating iron consumes a massive amount of mana all at once," I muttered.

"What are you doing?" Fee asked curiously from the seat beside me.

"Trying to make a tool to keep our food fresh. I’m failing, though."

As I suspected, my Magic Power was still too low for complex crafting. Fortunately, this body possessed incredible potential. If I kept pushing myself, I would eventually hit the necessary thresholds.

"Maybe Fee should practice magic too?"

"No. That would be a waste of time. Don't bother."

"Uu..." 

Fee gave me a resentful look, but I couldn't change the facts of her aptitudes. That said, it was difficult to practice Swordsmanship or Dagger skills inside a moving carriage.

"Let’s see... how about this? Try throwing these at targets outside."

In my spare time, I used Earth Magic to fashion several Daggers out of compressed soil. They couldn't cut anything and would shatter upon impact, but I figured it was good for throwing practice.

"I understand! I'll do my best to hunt for food!"

"They don't have any lethal power, Fee..."

Still, if she hit a target squarely, she might at least knock it unconscious. Seeing how motivated she was, I didn't say anything more. I simply kept manufacturing dirt daggers for her while I went back to the trial and error of my refrigerator project.

After several days of this routine, I noticed that my level had jumped significantly.

Name: Yuri Lousouth

Gender: Male | Age: 10 | Race: Human

Occupation: Third Son of a Duke

Level: 3

HP: 42/42 (A)

MP: 42/60 (S)

Attack: 5 (A)

Defense: 4 (C)

Agility: 4 (C)

Magic Power: 25 (S)  

[Skills]

Swordsmanship: 1 (B) | Disguise: 5 (A) | Appraisal: 10 (EX) | Chantless Casting: 3 (S) | Arithmetic Processing: 1 (A)  

[Magic]

Fire: 1 (B) | Water: 2 (C) | Earth: 4 (A) | Wind: 1 (B) | Dark: 1 (S)  

I hadn't defeated a single enemy, yet it seemed my levels rose quite easily just through magic training. I wondered why more people didn't do this. Then again, overextending one's Magic Power caused splitting headaches and a total loss of motivation. Unless someone was a masochist or desperate to improve, it wasn't a pleasant way to spend a day.

A new skill appeared, too. I guess they can be acquired through repetition.

In the game, you would select a skill you wanted and eventually learn it after accumulating enough hidden experience.

"Is Fee getting stronger too?" she asked, her eyes sparkling with hope.

Unfortunately, she hadn't progressed at all. It was to be expected, really; she hadn't hit a single thing yet, mostly just littering the roadside with dirt. Still, she was gaining experience in the motion of throwing, so perhaps it was simply a matter of her base aptitude being lower than mine.

"Not yet, Fee. It might just be that physical levels are harder to raise than magic."

"I-I'll try even harder!"

Fired up, Fee went back to hurling soil daggers out the window. Sometimes she aimed at a tree, sometimes at a Horned Rabbit in the brush, and sometimes at nothing in particular.

The peaceful atmosphere continued for a few more days. We were roughly halfway through our journey when we encountered a commotion on the road ahead.

"Gyahaha! Kill all the men! Don't touch the women—they’ll fetch a high price at the market!"

"S-Someone, please help us!"

It looked like a merchant group. A man was on the verge of being butchered by bandits, while his wife and a young girl—likely his daughter—huddled behind him, trembling. Their carriage had been overturned, and the soldiers acting as their guards were already lying dead in the dirt.

"You there! Please! Help us!" the merchant screamed as he spotted our carriage.

"Master Yuri, what should we do?" Fee asked.

"How annoying. We'll just push straight through."

If I played the hero here, it would trigger some tedious gratitude event. It would only delay our arrival at the territory. It was a nuisance, plain and simple.

"B-But they’re already blocking the road in front of the carriage!"

"Fine. How troublesome. We'll just have to kick them aside."

"Understood!"

Apparently, this was a forced event. I let out a heavy sigh and shifted into a combat stance. Fee, on the other hand, gave a cheerful nod, looking strangely happy that we were finally going to do something.



"How is the boy faring?"

In his private study, Baran questioned his butler.

"It appears he did not purchase any slaves. Instead, he is traveling with a beast."

"Hmm. I didn't know he had such tastes. Perhaps he wanted that territory specifically to build a paradise for those creatures."

"If he attempts such a thing in that region, won't it lead to an immediate war with the Beast Kingdom?"

"I don't care if the place is wiped off the map. If anything, I’d prefer someone took that cursed land off my hands as soon as possible," Baran said, his laughter cold and amused.

He had assumed any normal noble would buy slaves before heading to the frontier, so he had already placed his own plants among the most "useful" slaves on the market. That plan had been a swing and a miss, but those slaves could still be used to spy on other houses. If they proved truly useless, he could just dispose of them.

Still, the fact that Yuri had taken a Beastman as a companion was something even Baran hadn't predicted. In the Kingdom of Inraku, beastmen were considered lower than human—mere livestock. While a few eccentrics collected them, they were generally viewed with loathing. He hadn't expected his own son to be one of those deviants.

"However, well... the other servants have complained that his room still smells of the beast..."

"Ignore them. It’s only for a few days. Until he is gone, minimize anything that might make him suspicious."

"As you wish. I shall see to it." The butler bowed deeply.

"Though, it is quite bothersome that he organized those orphans. We were intending to incite them into a riot."

"Perhaps the boy is simply gathering his own pawns so he can trigger a riot whenever it suits him," Baran mused. He truly is a Lousouth, after all. Perhaps he is trying to show off his mettle to me, even as a child. "If he hadn't defied me, he might have made a fine tool. What a waste."

"Indeed, my lord. On that note, there is one more matter to discuss."

"...The matter of the Church?"

"As expected, you have already heard."

"That 'Saint' is nothing but a figurehead, yet she insists on making more work for me. I have no intention of antagonizing the Church... yet. Just increase our donation amount and keep them satisfied."

"Understood. I shall arrange it."

Baran felt a flicker of irritation. Why did he, the man who should be the true King, have to resort to such petty maneuvering? However, the Church’s influence was a necessary evil for the stability of his future reign. For now, he would let them play their games.

"Also, give the Saint a nudge. She’s interested in this 'Savior of the Orphans,' isn't she? In that case, it might be beneficial to have her follow him to the frontier."

"I understand. I will ensure that information reaches her ears through our charitable channels."

"And about that beast... when the time comes to attack, tell the men not to kill the creature. I want it alive so it can bear the blame for everything later."

"Understood. A mere pet with no combat ability should be easy enough to capture."

Baran let out a low, dark laugh. 

He was entirely unaware that Yuri had already left the capital. Consequently, his schemes would only result in the Saint arriving to find an empty house, incurring her wrath and drawing the suspicious gaze of the Church onto the Lousouth estate. 

But that was a story for another time.
Merchant

Honestly, my luck was rotten. Of all days, why did the bandits have to strike today?

Alan Muller, a merchant by trade, bit his lip until he tasted blood. He was traveling a route he used frequently for procurement, and as a rule, he never skimped on hiring capable guards. Under normal circumstances, there wouldn't have been any trouble. But today was different. This was the return journey from a rare family trip to the Royal Capital, and fate had decided to take a turn for the worse.

The attack had likely been orchestrated by the local lord. I’d heard rumors that his hands were stained black with corruption. He had demanded bribes from the Muller Company in the past, but I had refused him. Displeased by my defiance, he must have decided to erase me along with my entire family.

I had hired a team of veterans, anticipating that this day might eventually come, but they had turned pale the moment they saw the scale of the opposition. Some fled immediately, leaving my family defenseless. A few remained, fighting to the death to protect us. Looking at their fallen forms, I knew I could never thank them enough for their sacrifice.

Is this the end? Is this my fate? I wondered. If I can just buy a few moments as a sacrifice, perhaps my wife and daughter can still escape…

Just as despair began to take hold, I spotted a carriage approaching in the distance. It was a strange vehicle; every so often, something small was launched from its windows. The moment I saw it, I screamed at the top of my lungs.

"Y-you there! Please! Help us!"

In response, a small figure leaped from the moving carriage. It was a young boy.

I expected him to hit the ground, but he didn't. Instead, he took to the sky, flying through the air with ease. From a height where the bandits’ blades couldn't possibly reach, he rained down a barrage of rocks, knocking the attackers unconscious with surgical precision.

"W-what are you?! Stay back, or the merchant dies!"

Panicked, one of the remaining bandits pressed a Dagger against my throat.

That’s a mistake, I thought, watching with a strange, detached calm.

The boy appeared to have intervened to save us, but as I looked into his eyes, I realized the truth. He wasn't looking at us at all. From the very beginning, his only focus had been the total annihilation of the bandits. To him, the presence of a hostage was an irrelevant variable. Even with a blade at my neck, his magic didn't falter; if anything, it grew more violent.

"I-I’m serious! I’ll kill him!" the bandit shrieked.

He was so busy staring at the sky in terror that he never noticed the small shadow darting across the grass. He only realized his error when he felt cold steel against his own jugular.

"Is it okay if Fee’s Dagger stabs you first?" a girl’s voice whispered.

"Wha—?!"

It was already over. The bandit dropped his weapon and was swiftly restrained.

"Fee, how’s it looking over there?" the boy called out, waving from the air.

"It's fine," she replied simply.

The surrounding bandits had been neutralized. I stood there, shivering, unable to comprehend what I had just witnessed. All I knew was that a boy possessing power far beyond the limits of a normal human had saved our lives.

Could he be some renowned mage, a saint filled with benevolence?

The boy’s expression suggested he was thinking about something else entirely, but seeing the result, I could only weep with gratitude.

◇　◆　◇

My level is still far too low, I thought, staring at my palm and biting my lip in frustration. I can’t even one-shot a common bandit?

The spell I’d just used had been flashy—it looked like a miniature meteor shower—but in reality, it was just a application of Beginner Magic used to drop rocks from the sky. I’d added some Fire Magic for visual flair, but the flames didn't actually have any lethal power. I’d managed to capture the lot of them because I’d buffed Fee with Reinforcement Magic and we’d caught them by surprise, but I didn't want to make a habit of this. If we had run into a group of high-level mercenaries, I wouldn't have stood a chance.

In truth, my Magic Power was already at 25—higher than a veteran mercenary and on par with a professional combat mage. The bandits were actually lucky to be alive after taking direct hits from that kind of force, but I was too preoccupied with my own perceived weakness to notice.

As I touched down on the grass, Fee ran over to me. "I captured them all."

"Yeah. Good work." I patted her head, and she narrowed her eyes with a look of pure contentment.

In the distance, I saw the merchant sobbing as he embraced his family. Well, that took care of that. Now, let’s get back on the road to the territory—

"Thank you so much for saving us," the merchant said, intercepting me as I headed back to the carriage.

"I just happened to be passing by," I replied, my voice pragmatic. "I didn't do it specifically to save you."

"Even so, we owe you our lives. Truly, thank you."

He bowed so deeply that I started to feel a bit awkward about my own reluctance.

"Don't worry about it. We’ll be going now—"

"I know this is incredibly forward of me, but our guards were all killed in the fighting..."

"I see. Good luck with that."

I knew exactly where this was going. If I kept taking detours, I’d never reach the frontier.

"P-please, wait! I want to reward you properly for your help. Unfortunately, I don't have much coin on me, but if we can reach my company’s branch in the next town, I can pay you a handsome sum."

A company, huh? 

The Merchant Guild that oversaw these companies usually had deep, dark connections. In the Royal Capital, almost every major shop was under the thumb of the Lousouth family. My father only had to whisper a desire, and they would compete to bury him in "gifts" just to stay in the guild’s good graces.

However, that influence was strongest in the capital. I doubted their reach extended this far into the provinces. Out here, regional guilds were more beholden to local ties than to a Duke miles away. Furthermore, if this merchant had been about to die, it meant he likely had no strong ties to the original game's plot or the hidden masterminds. He was a "clean" variable.

This might actually be a perfect opportunity, I realized.

I gave a reluctant nod. "Fine. I’ll escort you to the town. There are a few things I wanted to ask a merchant anyway."

"Thank you! Having someone as powerful as you as a guard is incredibly reassuring."

"Even if that guard is just a child?" I asked.

"Age and strength are two different matters. Besides, you seem far more enlightened than your years would suggest."

As I thought, he’s a calculator, I noted.

"About the transport..." I looked at their carriage. It was flipped on its side, and the horses had bolted long ago. "Can't be helped. You can ride in mine. It's a bit cramped because of my supplies, though."

"We would be honored just for the seat."

"Right. Let's get moving." I shook his hand.

"I am Alan Muller, president of the Muller Company. It’s a small operation, so I still handle most of the procurement personally. These are my wife, Elie, and my daughter, Asha."

The two women bowed politely.

"I’m Yuri. Yuri Lousouth."

The moment the name left my lips, Alan froze. His face went ashen. "L-Lousouth? As in... Duke Lousouth?"

"I’m the third son. But I’ve cut ties with the family. I was granted my own territory, so I'm heading there now to take up my post."

"A-and you're a lord?! Forgive me! Please, forgive my repeated insolence!" Alan dropped to the ground, pressing his forehead into the dirt.

This is exactly why I hate using that name.

"I already told you, I don't care. Just don't forget about that reward, okay?"

"Hieee..." Alan squeaked, looking like he’d just signed a contract with a demon.

Still, his reaction told me everything I needed to know. He was terrified of my father, which meant he wasn't one of his cronies. He was "white." If I could convince him to trade in my remote territory, I could establish a reliable logistics chain. It was a dangerous area, so he might refuse, but it was worth a shot.

◇　◇　◇

The Muller family huddled in the carriage, trembling with a mix of fear and awe. Behind us, the bandits were tied in a line, forced to walk. Our pace was agonizingly slow, but I’d just have to endure it until the town. I didn't bother setting a watch; I kept Presence Detection active to monitor the prisoners, and Fee occasionally checked on them while practicing her dagger-throwing.

Once he was inside the carriage, Alan’s terror was quickly replaced by professional curiosity. His eyes locked onto my pseudo-refrigerator.

"Lord Yuri, what is this device? Is it some secret Magic Tool of the Duke’s house?"

"No. It has nothing to do with them. I built it myself, though it's still a prototype."

"A prototype?! But the craftsmanship is incredible!"

"Listen, Alan. You keep trying to link me to my father, but the truth is I'm basically being exiled. Why else would I be sent to a hellish frontier?"

In reality, I had begged for the position to escape the game’s "destruction" route, but there was no reason to tell a stranger that.

"I see... In that case, you'll be needing a great deal of capital, won't you?" Alan’s eyes gleamed. He smelled a business opportunity. I decided to use this to test his reliability.

"I don't need anything immediately, but yes, expenses will pile up."

"Then you should consider mass-producing these refrigerators! It would generate a massive fortune."

"It's not that simple. It’s incomplete because it requires a constant drain on my Magic Power to function."

"I see... it needs a constant source. Could you not use Magic Stones as a bypass?"

" Magic Stones ?"

"Yes. Most modern Magic Tools use stones imbued with power as a battery. If you can adapt the design—"

"That's it!" I shouted, hitting my palm with my fist. How did I miss something so basic?

I remembered reading about Magic Stones being used for tools in the original game's lore, but since they were mostly just items you sold for gold in the menus, I had completely overlooked their practical application. If I could use stones as a power source, I could build almost anything.

I’ll need a way to harvest them regularly. I should check the monster density around the territory once we arrive.

"That was a great catch, Alan. Thanks."

I immediately tuned everything else out and began sketching a new schematic for a stone-powered cooling unit.

"I-it is my honor to be of service," Alan stammered, sensing my shift in focus. "On that note, if you would consider making the Muller Company your exclusive distributor..."

He kept talking, trying to curry favor, but his words didn't register. I was already lost in my own world.

Seeing Alan’s plight, Fee reached over and patted his shoulder. "Give up," she said. "Once he gets like this, he can't hear anything."

Alan’s shoulders slumped in visible defeat.
Negotiation

"Phew... If I’m going to mount magic stones, I’ll need to make the casing much sturdier. Hm? What’s wrong?"

I tilted my head, looking at Alan. He looked utterly drained, staring blankly as if his soul had left his body.

"No, it’s nothing... truly, it’s nothing..." 

I ignored his odd behavior and showed him the finished refrigerator. The exterior was still little more than a box of hardened earth, but the interior was chilled perfectly. I had achieved my goal: cooling the unit without constantly draining my own magic power.

"This should have a variety of uses," I remarked.

"Yuri-sama... the daggers are all gone..."

I turned to Fee. I thought I had made plenty, but she had apparently thrown every last one. Not a single dagger remained.

"Was I working for that long?"

I hadn't noticed the passage of time, but seeing Fee nod made me realize how deep into the zone I’d been. 

"Was Alan trying to talk to me while I was working?"

Fee nodded again. 

"Sorry about that," I said, turning back to the merchant. "Did you need something?"

"Ah, yes. Yuri-sama, if you are willing... I was wondering if you would grant me the exclusive rights to sell these 'refrigerator' devices?"

"I can't do that yet. As you can see, I have no way to mass-produce them."

"That isn't a problem. If you need materials or labor, I will prepare everything on my end."

"In that case," I said, "why don't you come to my territory to do business?"

Alan’s eyes widened in surprise. "Is that truly alright? I was actually going to ask the same of you."

"Of course. It’s a frontier region where almost no one visits, after all."

"...Um, if I may, could you tell me exactly where your territory is located?"

"Right, I haven't mentioned that yet. The land I was given is in the vicinity of Alf Village."

Alan’s mouth fell open. He stood there in a stunned silence for several long seconds. Then, slowly, the corners of his mouth curled upward into a grin.

"Heh... a man can hardly call himself a merchant if he isn't willing to dive into a little danger."

He was clearly steeling himself. Alf Village must be even more dangerous than I thought.

"You don't have to push yourself," I reminded him.

"No. I’m betting on the fact that you will be the one to develop that village, Yuri-sama. I’ll likely be in the red for a while, but eventually, you’ll propel me to the head of a great merchant company, won’t you?"

"That part is up to you. I’m just the one buying and selling. Though, it's no lie that I intend to see the place flourish."

"That is all I need to hear. In fact, this arrangement is beneficial to me even in the short term."

"Does this have to do with those bandits earlier?" I asked.

In the world of the game, encountering enemies outside of town was a given. People without combat skills usually hired guards to mitigate that risk. However, the bandits we had just fought possessed a level of strength that was abnormal for this region.

"It is indeed related. It seems I’ve been... 'blacklisted' by the local lord," Alan said with a bitter smile.

Trying to kill someone in a way that points directly back to the culprit is the work of a third-rate amateur. If everyone’s schemes were this transparent, my life would be much easier.

"So, you need a noble's backing."

"Precisely. And seeing you now, I get the sense you won't make impossible demands of me."

"Is that so? Isn't asking you to travel to a barren frontier for trade the definition of an impossible demand?"

"Hahaha! Since when is it impossible for a merchant to follow the scent of gold? To be honest, I’d eventually like to move my entire shop there."

It was clear Alan had a profound loathing for the current lord of this land.



We eventually reached the town within the Gessru Viscounty where Alan operated the Muller Company.

The bandits, having gone without food or water for the entire trip, were slumped over in exhaustion. However, their leader still managed a weak, repulsive smirk.

"You really think you can just hand us over and walk away?" the man sneered.

"What are you getting at?" I asked.

"We attacked those merchants on the personal orders of Viscount Gessru himself. Do you have any idea what's going to happen to you now that you've caught us?"

He’s certainly talkative for a criminal.

"We’ll see, won't we?"

Alan went ahead to speak with the town guards. Almost immediately, an official who appeared to be the Captain of the Guard came stomping toward us. He was a portly, suspicious-looking man, and he was practically running by the time he reached Alan.

"You!" the Captain bellowed, pointing a finger at Alan. "Are you the merchant filing false reports about bandits?"

His voice was so loud that passersby stopped in their tracks to gawk at the scene.

"It is no falsehood," Alan protested. "I was certainly attacked—"

"And yet," the Captain interrupted, "the guards you hired reported that they were the ones attacked by you!"

"That’s right!" a voice chimed in. A group of men in grimy light armor stepped out from behind the Captain. "We were just doing our jobs when he turned on us from behind. We barely escaped with our lives!"

"Y-you..." Alan stammered, his face flushing with rage.

These were the guards who had abandoned Alan’s family the moment the fighting started. I stepped forward, placing a restraining hand on Alan before he could lunge at them.

"Just curious," I said, looking at the Captain of the Guard. "What happens to someone who files a false report?"

"Who’s this brat? Whatever. Filing a false report results in immediate execution, obviously. It’s the law."

The Captain puffed out his chest, looking smug. I couldn't help but let a small smile slip.

"In any case," the Captain continued, "Alan Muller is to be executed for false reporting. The Muller Company will be liquidated. As for his family... hehehe... well, if they’re obedient, I might find a use for them. I have no need for the boy, though."

He looked Elie and Asha up and down with a predatory, lingering gaze.

"Hieee!" Asha squeaked, ducking behind me to use me as a human shield.

"I see," I said. "For now, why don't you call your lord, Viscount Gessru? We can finish this conversation with him."

"A brat like you thinks the Lord is going to grant him an audience?"

"If he doesn't, that's fine. I’ll just have to report to my father that Viscount Gessru refused to speak with me."

It was a bluff, mostly. But as long as I hadn't been officially disowned, I was still a member of the Lousouth family. I fully intended to squeeze every bit of utility out of that name.

It was almost tragic. If a mere Captain of the Guard spoke to the son of a Duke like this, his fate was already sealed.

"Hah! And who is your father? Some low-ranking foot soldier?" The Captain laughed, his belly shaking.

"My father is Balan Lousouth."

"Hahaha! And which Balan would that be?"

The Captain was too dense to realize it, but the guards behind him were already pale, whispering frantically to one another.

"Lousouth? As in the Duke?"
"Is he the real deal?"
"If he is, and we don't tell the Viscount, we’re dead..."

One of the guards turned and sprinted away toward the manor.

"Well, if you're happy with how this is going, then so be it," I said.

I was surprised by how impossible it was to communicate with this man. I had reached a point where I didn't even care about the bandits anymore; the sheer incompetence of the local government was more offensive.

A few minutes later, a man came sprinting toward us in a state of sheer panic. Judging by the expensive fabric of his clothes, this was Viscount Gessru. He was quite stout and arrived gasping for air. He threw a murderous glare at the Captain of the Guard before bowing deeply before me.

"Yuri-sama! What a... what an unexpected pleasure! If I had known you were coming, I would have prepared a proper welcome!"

"No need. My stopping here was entirely coincidental. I didn't expect to require your 'hospitality,' Viscount."

The Captain of the Guard stood frozen, his jaw hanging open. He blinked, then stammered, "Gessru-sama... you know this child?"

"You idiot!" the Viscount screamed. "Do you have any idea who this is?! This is the son of Duke Balan, the King's Brother! I... I am deeply sorry, Yuri-sama. My subordinate’s training has clearly been... lacking."

"That’s fine," I said coldly. "More importantly, this man just threatened to execute me and my personal merchant so he could seize the man's family. On top of that, he claimed the bandits I personally captured were part of a 'false report.' I assume I can expect a clear explanation for all of this?"

I narrowed my eyes at Viscount Gessru. He turned several shades of white and spun on the Captain.

"I-I was only following your instructions, Gessru-sama—!"

"I would never give such orders! Guards! Throw this insolent fool into the dungeon! Take the bandits with him!"

"N-no! Please—!"

The Captain’s knees gave out, and he was dragged away by his own men. The bandits followed shortly after.

"I will have the bounty for the bandits settled immediately," Gessru squeaked.

"See that you do. And as I mentioned, Alan is my merchant. If anyone lays a finger on him, they should consider the Lousouth family their enemy."

"Y-yes! Of course! I understand perfectly!"

That should be enough to keep Alan safe for the time being.

"Good. Give the reward money to Alan."



"Thank you... thank you so much. You’ve saved us again."

Once we arrived at the Muller Company headquarters, Alan immediately bowed his head in gratitude.

"Don't worry about it. You're my exclusive merchant now. It's only natural that I protect my interests."

"Even so, you've saved my life twice over."

"Never mind that. Don't forget our deal about the peddling."

"Of course. I’m ready to leave as soon as possible."

"Hold your horses. I don't even know what state the village is in yet. I'll secure the area first, then you can come."

"Understood. When that time comes, I shall move there with my entire family."

I felt a sense of relief. I had managed to secure a reliable trade connection before even setting foot in my new territory.

"Though," Alan added, "considering the current reputation of Alf Village, it might indeed be difficult to bring my family right away."

"Have you been there, Alan?"

"I have. If you’d like, I can tell you what I saw. My information is a few years old, but it should give you a starting point."

Knowledge was power. If I knew what kind of mess I was walking into, I could plan accordingly. I nodded instantly.

"Please."

"Very well. First, take a look at this."

Alan spread a map across the table and began to point.
Stampede at the Desolate Village

“I believe you’re already aware, Lord Yuri, but Alf Village is currently boxed in by four different nations.”

“The Trismalis Demon Kingdom, the Huge Beast Kingdom, the Holy Principality of Ames, and the Dragunov Empire. I know the names, of course. But there’s been no sign of any of them mobilizing for an Attack, has there?”

“That is true, certainly. However, the issue is the inverse. Even if the village were on the brink of ruin, not one of them would lift a finger to help. The Kingdom of Inraku is no different in that regard.”

“So, it’s a land everyone treats as a nuisance. Honestly, I’m surprised anyone still lives there.”

If I were one of the villagers, I’d have abandoned this place within days.

I wondered if there was some specific reason they couldn’t leave.

“I’m not privy to the exact circumstances of the village’s founding,” Alan continued, “but the population is mostly elderly. There are very few young people left. They can barely scrape by a living; they certainly aren't wealthy. It’s possible they simply lack the physical or mental energy to seek a life elsewhere.”

If that were the case, I’d need a strategy to attract outsiders. Improving the living conditions and finding a way to defend against external threats would have to be my first steps. Since I’d be the one doing most of the heavy lifting, my absolute priority for the time being was honing my magic.

“I see. But if the village has managed to survive this long in that state, does that mean there aren't many Monsters in the area?”

“No, quite the opposite. I’ve heard the original farmland was ravaged by Monsters. However, the village is so close to total collapse that there’s nothing left to steal. The Monsters likely don't see the point in attacking a graveyard.”

So the Monsters were there; they just didn't find the villagers worth the effort. On the bright side, securing a steady supply of meat might be easier than I thought.

“Thanks, Alan. That helps.”

I finally had a clear picture. There was nothing there—I’d be starting this development project from zero.

“By the way, Lord Yuri. Regarding the reward money for capturing those bandits... how would you like me to handle it?”

“Ah, that...”

No matter how much gold I had for initial expenses, it probably wouldn't be enough. However, I didn’t expect to have much use for currency myself once I actually reached the village.

“Could you hold onto it for me? I want you to use that money to buy whatever supplies you think the village will need and have them transported there.”

“I see. A wise move. Weapons, food... perhaps clothing as well?”

“Exactly. And if you know anyone you’d personally vouch for, I want you to invite them to the village.”

“...You don't want just anyone?”

I understood his hesitation. The frontier was a place no one in their right mind wanted to go. If I started getting picky about the personnel, we’d likely end up with no one at all. Alan stared at me, his eyes wide with disbelief.

“You realize I have no idea how many people I can actually find under those conditions, right?”

“That’s fine. I’m not expecting a crowd to form overnight.”

Still, it wasn't a total gamble. In the final acts of the original story, when the Royal Capital was destined to be swallowed by the fires of war, there was a scene where the commoners fled to the frontier to escape the carnage. If I could establish proper facilities now, Alf Village would become a prime candidate for those refugees.

The only problem was that by the time the plot reached that point, the fact that I was one of the masterminds behind the scenes would be common knowledge throughout the kingdom. I had to build up enough merit before then to have that region officially recognized as my land—to become a Lord in my own right.

To achieve that...

“It would be great if a Dragon or something showed up. I could rack up some serious achievements quickly that way.”

“Hahaha! Lord Yuri, there are no Dragons in this region. At best, you might find an Earth Dragon, but their hides are basically just rocks. You can't use them for materials, and the meat is too tough to eat. They’re a completely unpopular hunt.”

“I’m joking, obviously. No matter how much I’ve improved, I’m not crazy enough to pick a fight with a Dragon.”

“I should hope not. It takes dozens of veteran warriors who have exceeded Level fifty just to bring one of those things down.”

We shared a laugh. But deep down, I knew that the world was going to eventually demand that level of results from me. I needed to start preparing to kill one, just in case.

“Well, I should get moving. Sorry for taking up so much of your time.”

“Not at all. I wish I could have offered you better hospitality, but I apologize for the lack of preparation.”

“Don't worry about it. I’ll make sure you pay me back with interest when you finally visit my territory.”

“Hahaha, please, go easy on me.”

With Alan seeing us off, we finally began the final leg of our journey toward Alf Village.

A few days later.

Just as we were closing in on the village, my Presence Detection picked up an anomaly—an absurd, sickening number of Monsters.

Wait, I can harvest Magic Stones from Monsters, can't I?

My stock of Magic Stones for researching the refrigerator was running low. This was the perfect chance to replenish.

“Fee, hold on! I’m going to speed us up!”

“Understood-no! Wait, wha—eeeeeeeeek!”

I didn't just speed up the horses. I used wind magic to literally launch the carriage and everything in it, rocket-blasting us toward our destination via the shortest possible route.



Alf Village sat at the furthest northwestern edge of the Kingdom of Inraku.

Worn down by relentless Monster attacks, the buildings were shells on the verge of collapse. The fields had been trampled into dust, and with the wells gone dry, the few remaining inhabitants had to risk their lives dodging predators just to fetch water from the river. The population had dwindled to almost nothing.

Currently, the only residents were the Village Head’s family of three and a handful of others. They had already sent a request to the nearest town—though "nearest" was still several days away—to arrange for an evacuation.

Fritz, an Apprentice Mercenary, was the one who had accepted the job of escorting the Village Head during the move.

He carried a Spear longer than he was tall and wore a sword with a notched, battered blade at his hip. He was a tall man, and the jagged scar across his face gave him the look of a grizzled veteran. In reality, he’d gotten the scar falling down as a child; it had nothing to do with the Mercenary trade.

“Man, this is a joke. I can’t believe this was the only job left on the board.”

The frontier was a long, grueling trip. Escorting a group of elderly people meant the journey would take ten days at a minimum. For all that work, the reward was a measly ten Silver Coins. Considering a stay at a halfway decent inn cost a Silver Coin per night, he was looking at a massive deficit.

That was why the request had sat gathering dust for weeks. Fritz, who had been so broke he didn't know where his next meal was coming from, had only taken it on the condition that the Mercenary Guild pay half the reward as an advance. It was a desperate move for a desperate man.

“Let’s just get this done and get paid. This isn't the kind of place you want to linger.”

He’d heard the area was dangerous. Usually, the Monsters here spent more time fighting each other than humans, and as long as you didn't cause a scene, they generally left you alone. Still, Fritz moved with his breath held, trying to reach his destination without being spotted.

Finally, the village—or rather, the collection of ruins that used to be a village—came into view.

“Finally...”

There didn't look to be anywhere to rest, but he couldn't afford to waste more money anyway. He started looking for his client.

Rumble... rumble...

The ground began to vibrate.

“Huh? What’s that?”

Fritz looked around, but the source was invisible. The sound grew, shifting from a low hum to a violent roar.

RUMBLE, RUMBLE...!!

Then, he saw it. Or rather, he saw the cloud of dust that blotted out the horizon. He didn't want to believe what his eyes were telling him.

It was a tide of Monsters. Thousands of them. Most were relatively weak Wolf types, but in those numbers, they were a force of nature. The horde was pouring out of the forest, a straight line of teeth and claws aimed directly at Alf Village.

“I-I have to get out of here!”

Panicking, Fritz scrambled to find the client. He finally spotted an old man shuffling slowly toward him.

“Oh... are you the Mercenary?”

“I am! Are you the Village Head?”

“I am. My name is—”

“Forget the introductions! We have to move! There’s a horde of Monsters coming right for us!”

The Village Head turned his head slowly toward the thundering sound.

“So, it’s finally happened. I always feared this day would come...”

The village had been hit before, many times. The attacks had tapered off once the place became a ghost town, but the threat had always been lingering in the shadows. To Fritz’s shock, the old man didn't look frightened. He simply looked at the young Mercenary.

“Sir Mercenary. I appreciate you coming all this way, but I’m releasing you from your contract. Please, escape while you still can.”

“What?! But what about you?”

“You cannot save us from a tide like that. Not while trying to run. Take this—it’s the signed completion form. The job is done.”

The Village Head signed the parchment with a steady hand and thrust it at Fritz.

“B-But—”

“Go! There is no time for sentiment! Run!”

Fritz turned and began to bolt. He took three steps, then stopped.

Is this really how I go out? Running away?

He’d become a Mercenary because he’d been saved by one when bandits attacked his home years ago. He’d wanted to be that hero for someone else. 

If I don't stand my ground now, when will I ever?

His hands were shaking so hard he could barely grip his Spear. He forced a jagged, terrified smile onto his face and spun around. Instead of running away, he charged straight at the dust cloud.

“Uooooooh! You won’t get past me!”

Driven by a surge of adrenaline he didn't know he possessed, Fritz began to tear into the lead rank. One Wolf fell, then another.

“Next! Bring it on!”

His eyes were bloodshot, his vision narrowing. Teeth grazed his arms and legs, but he didn't feel the pain. He was a dervish of desperate steel. But the numbers were too high. By the time he’d killed a dozen, his knees buckled.

His Spear had snapped in two. He’d drawn his sword, but the notched edge was now completely blunt, the tip broken off in a Wolf’s hide.

“Is this... it?”

He’d stood by his beliefs, but as he stared at the encroaching wall of fur, he felt nothing but regret. If only I were stronger...

A Wolf leaped, its jaws opening in slow motion. Fritz closed his eyes and braced for the end.

THUMP.

A heavy, sickening thud echoed. Fritz opened his eyes in confusion. The Wolf that should have been tearing his throat out was gone. In its place stood a boy with a fearless smirk, a Beastman girl, a shattered carriage, and a horse currently bolting for the horizon.

Did... did a carriage just fall out of the sky?

Fritz was catatonic. The boy spoke up, ignoring the carnage around him.

“I knew it. A Stampede. Flying here was the right call, Fee. Look at all these Magic Stones!”

“I told you-no! Don't use wind magic to launch the carriage-no! I thought my heart was going to stop-no!”

“Worry about that later. We have work to do! Look at all these Wolves... I mean, look at all this treasure!”

“Wolf monsters are dangerous-no! Be careful!”

“I’ll be fine. I can use area-of-effect spells now. Fee, get the bait ready.”

“Understood-no.”

Uttering nonsense, the boy raised a hand. In an instant, a massive pit opened in the earth. A few Wolves tumbled in, but compared to the size of the horde, it was barely a dent.

Then the Beastman girl acted.

“Hup, nano!”

She tossed a hunk of raw meat into the pit. 

The Wolves nearest the hole twitched their noses. Driven by hunger and instinct, they ignored the humans and began leaping into the pit of their own accord, piling on top of each other to get at the meat.

“I figured they were starving because the village was empty!” the boy shouted.

“Yu—Lord Yuri! It’s going to overflow-no!”

“Seal it! Onto the next one!”

The boy dropped a massive slab of stone over the hole like a lid, then opened another pit further down the line. Over and over, they repeated the process. Before Fritz could even process what he was seeing, the terrifying horde had been neatly filed away underground.

“N-No way...”

Fritz watched them work, unable to accept that this was reality.
Alf Village

“Hah! It’s an all-you-can-gather buffet of Magic Stones!”

Fee and I moved through the fallen Wolves, systematically harvesting the stones from their remains. As we worked, I noticed a man standing nearby, looking utterly dazed.

“...Who are you?” I asked.

I hadn’t sensed him at all until that moment. His Magic Power must have bottomed out due to the severity of his injuries, making his presence faint.

“Please... make me your disciple!” the man shouted, suddenly dropping into a deep bow.

He was a mess—covered in filth and riddled with bleeding wounds. He looked like he was held together by sheer willpower.

“Fee, we have a Healing Potion left, right?”

“Of course. I made sure we were prepared for anything.”

“Give him a dose.”

The man’s eyes went wide. “Is that... are you sure?!”

I couldn’t blame his shock. A Healing Potion capable of closing wounds instantly was a luxury item, far beyond the reach of an apprentice Mercenary like Fritz. To me, however, it was just a mixture of common Medicinal Herbs and Water infused with a bit of Magic Power. I could mass-produce them whenever I felt like it.

I only bottle them because it’s more efficient for HP recovery than raw herbs, though...

Ideally, I would have preferred an aptitude for Healing Magic, but perhaps my lack of it was a testament to my role as a Mastermind. Despite having an affinity for almost every other element, Healing Magic remained entirely out of my reach. 

I suppose a Mastermind who can fully restore their own HP would be impossible for any hero to defeat.

“Just drink it already,” I snapped, growing impatient. “We can’t move the conversation forward while you’re bleeding out.”

I practically forced the potion down his throat. He resisted for a second, but as soon as the liquid hit his stomach, the raw gashes covering his body began to knit back together.

“I’m... I’m healed?!”

“More importantly, let’s talk business. Who are you?”

Is he a pursuer sent by my father? I wondered. But that didn't make sense. If he were an assassin, he wouldn't have been nearly killed by a few Wolves. I considered the possibility that he was playing the victim to lower my guard, but the shattered weapons scattered around him and the sheer authenticity of his injuries suggested otherwise.

“I’m Fritz. I work as a Mercenary in this area. About the apprenticeship—”

“A Mercenary, huh? Did you come here for a Monster subjugation? Sorry for stealing your kills.” I continued harvesting Magic Stones even as I offered the hollow apology.

“Ah, no! I was hired as a guard, but then a massive swarm of Monsters appeared... please, about being your disciple—”

“A guard? I don’t see anyone else around here.”

There was a wrecked carriage nearby, but that was mine. There were no other signs of life.

“My clients were the people of Alf Village,” he said, his voice trembling as he gritted his teeth. “They were trying to migrate, and I was supposed to protect them. When the Monsters swarmed, they realized they couldn't all escape. They tried to force me to run so I could at least save myself. If only I were stronger... that’s why I need you to teach me!”

The man looked genuinely haunted by his own weakness. Honestly, taking a guarding job in a place as dangerous as this borderland without sufficient power was borderline suicidal.

Curious, I focused my vision on him to trigger an Appraisal.



Name: Fritz
Gender: Male | Age: 18 | Race: Human
Occupation: Apprentice Mercenary (Rank E)
Level: 5
HP: 44/51 (B)
MP: 0/0 (E)
Attack: 18 (B+)
Defense: 2 (D)
Agility: 2 (E)
Magic Power: 1 (F)

【Skill】
Superhuman Strength: 3 (B)

【Magic】
None



His stats were even more lopsided than Fee’s. His physical strength was remarkable, but his other attributes were abysmal. He was a textbook glass cannon—or rather, a heavy club that lacked the speed to actually hit anything. In a game, he’d be the type of character who occasionally lands a massive critical hit but otherwise serves as a stationary meat shield.

Still, for the manual labor required for land development, he was perfect. 

There’s going to be plenty of heavy lifting. I plan to use my magic for the bulk of it, but I don’t know how long I can keep that up. The original Yuri Louthaus certainly never used his powers for construction work.

“I see,” I said. “For now, guide me to Alf Village. I need to see the state of things.”

“Alf Village? What business do you have there? Wait... were you also hired as a guard?”

“Hardly. I’m the Lord of this entire region.”

“...Huh?” Fritz’s face went blank.

What did he think I was? Some wandering hermit?

“If you want to be my disciple, it means joining my house as a vassal. You still interested?”

Fritz didn't answer immediately. His hesitation told me everything I needed to know—the people of this region didn't exactly have a high opinion of the Louthaus family.



We traveled to Alf Village in a heavy, awkward silence. 

Since my carriage was in pieces, most of our supplies were still sitting back with the wolf carcasses. We only carried what we could manage by hand.

Who was the idiot who thought dropping a carriage from the sky was a good tactical move? Oh, right. Me. I cursed my past self as I lugged the crates toward the village.

I knew my father had given me this territory because it was a dump, but the reality was worse than I had imagined. The fields were trampled and choked with weeds; they hadn't been tended to in months. Despite being a border territory plagued by Monsters, there wasn't a single defensive structure—not even a simple wooden fence to keep out predators.

The roads were nothing but rutted Earth, and the handful of houses were so rotten and dilapidated that a stiff breeze could have leveled them. It didn't look like a village; it looked like a graveyard for the living.

“Lord Yuri... is this really it?” Fee asked, her voice tinged with unease.

“Apparently. It’s... worse than I expected.”

As we poked around the ruins, an old man emerged from one of the hovels.

“It’s dangerous here,” he rasped. “The Monsters will be back any moment. You should flee while you can.”

“Don’t worry about them. We’ve already cleared out the ones nearby. I’m looking for the Village Head. Where is he?”

“I am the Village Head... but who are you? And what do you mean, cleared them out?”

“I don’t know if this qualifies as proof, but here.”

I reached into my bag and let a handful of Magic Stones spill onto the dirt. The old man’s eyes nearly bulged out of his head.

“These... these really are Magic Stones. Then you truly defeated them?”

“I said I did, didn't I?”

“Thank you... truly, thank you. You’ve saved us. Did you... did you come because you saw our request for help?”

“You’re the second person to ask me that. No. I’m here because I’ve been appointed the Lord of this territory.”

I pulled out my Letter of Appointment and held it up for him to see.

“Oh... so we’ve finally been abandoned,” the Village Head sighed, his shoulders sagging. “I see. So you’re here to oversee the abandonment of the village and move us elsewhere?”

“Wrong. I’m here to rebuild this place. And I’m going to need your help.”

“...Eh? I’m sorry, my hearing isn't what it used to be. Could you repeat that?”

“I’m going to restore this village.”

“That’s—that’s impossible! This land has nothing! If we manage to gather even a few resources, the Monsters just swarm us and—”

I ignored his panicked rambling. I needed to secure the perimeter first. I began walking the boundary of the village, using Earth Magic to gouge massive trenches into the ground. 

I had prioritized training Earth Magic specifically for land development. Because of my Mastermind nature, my magic was better suited for destruction than creation, but that worked in my favor here. I was very, very good at making holes. 

In a matter of minutes, a deep moat encircled the village.

“There. Now Monsters can't get in except through the main path. I’ll install a drawbridge later.”

“To do this... in an instant...” the old man stammered. “We might actually be able to sleep tonight.”

It was a temporary fix, but it was a start. Now I had to figure out how to make this place livable.

“Now, where to begin...”

My thoughts were interrupted by the loud, rhythmic growl of Fee’s stomach.

“Lord Yuri, I’m hungry.”

I sighed. “Right. No use overthinking it on an empty stomach. We’ll eat first, set up a temporary shelter, and plan the rest tomorrow.”

“Um... do you actually have food?” the Village Head asked tentatively.

“Of course I do. I told you I’m here to restore the village. I’ve already arranged for merchants to come, and I brought enough supplies to get us started.”

I pulled some rations from my pack. The old man stared at the food as if it were a pile of gemstones.

“Is it... is it really alright for us to have some?”

“Don’t be tedious. How are you supposed to work if you’re starving? As the Lord, it’s my job to ensure my people can actually live.”

“But... the previous Lord, Lord Louthaus... he never helped us. He just bled us dry with taxes until we had nothing left. He never did a single thing for the village.”

“I’ve taken over now. I won't allow that. Besides, look at this place—there’s nothing left to tax anyway.”

We’d have to have a serious talk about the economy later, but that was a problem for another day.

“You better hurry up, or there won't be anything left,” I added, nodding toward the others.

“Huh?”

The Village Head looked over to see that Fee and Fritz had already inhaled half of the supplies I’d set out.

“W-wait! I’ll go call the others right now!”

The old man scrambled back toward the houses as fast as his legs could carry him, shouting for the remaining villagers to come out.
Warehouse Construction

After waiting for the Village Head and the others to finish their meager meal, I immediately set to work on the reconstruction.

“First... a warehouse,” I muttered. “We managed to hunt a massive haul of Wolves. It would be a waste to let them rot.”

“Meat is perishable,” Fritz interjected, his voice sharp with caution. “By the time you finish building a warehouse, the haul will be spoiled.”

“That won’t be a problem. Just watch.”

I focused, channeling my Earth Magic. Stone walls erupted from the dirt, shifting and molding in the blink of an eye into a massive, box-shaped structure.

“A... a magic house?” Fritz stammered. “But things created with magic disappear after a while, don’t they?”

“Not this. I’m simply taking stones already on the ground and compressing them into a new shape. Since I’m physically altering existing matter, it won’t vanish when the magic fades. It’s a massive drain on my Magic Power, but it’s the most efficient way to build a structure instantly.”

I had discovered this technique while struggling to find a way to build a refrigerator. At first, I had tried to conjure a box from nothing using literal magic, but it would inevitably dissolve into nothingness. However, when I experimented by reshaping a nearby tree into a container, it remained stable.

Furthermore, the process seemed to reinforce the material, making it significantly stronger than standard wood. I hadn't figured out the theory behind it yet, but in a village on the brink of death, results mattered more than reasons. Sturdiness was all I cared about.

Fritz, witnessing the feat firsthand, couldn't keep the shock out of his voice. “If you can do this, can’t you build anything in an instant?”

“There are limits. The more precise the construction, the faster my Magic Power hits zero. For a simple warehouse, however, it’s manageable.”

The finished product was a monolithic stone box, roughly ten meters square. The interior was a single, cavernous room. For bulk storage, it was more than enough. 

The moment I stepped back, my vision swam. My body wobbled.

“Easy there...”

Fee was already at my side, supporting my weight. “Yuri-sama, you’re overdoing it again.”

“It’s the food supply, Fee. It has to be stored before it spoils. All I need to do now is install the Magic Stones infused with Ice Magic Power at regular intervals...”

Fee reached up and gave my head a sharp poke. “The Wolves haven't even been moved yet. Fee and the others will handle the hauling. Until then, Yuri-sama is going to rest.”

“But there’s so much left to do—”

“If you collapse, it’s all for nothing! There will always be more work, which is exactly why you have to rest when you can!”

“Lord,” the Village Head said, stepping forward with a thin, threadbare futon—there was hardly any down left in it. “If you mean to rest, please use this.”

“Are you sure? Isn't this yours?”

“It belonged to someone who lived here long ago. They left it behind when they fled.”

“I see. I’ll make use of it, then. Thank you.”

I spread the futon inside the cool stone warehouse and let my eyes drift shut.

◇　◆　◇

Once she was certain Yuri had fallen asleep, Fee grabbed Fritz by the hand.

“Wh-what are you doing?” he asked, startled.

“We’re hauling the Wolves. You’re going to help.”

“I never said a word about helping—”

“You said you’d be his apprentice.”

“I did, but... that was before I knew he was the Lord.”

Fritz bit his lip. His hesitation ran deep, rooted in a past he couldn't forget. He had eventually learned that the bandits who had once destroyed his life were being controlled from the shadows by the local Lord. In his experience, Lords were wicked men who bled the people dry to fund their own luxury.

The heavy taxation was proof enough. Alf Village had once been a thriving community, but the previous Lord, Balan Lousouth, had withdrawn the protective garrison—claiming they were a waste of resources—and then imposed a crushing fifty-percent tax rate. 

Trusting a Lord was a luxury Fritz couldn't afford. Especially when Yuri was the third son of that very same man. He couldn't help but wonder if the distributed food was merely bait for some darker scheme.

“Being a Lord doesn’t change anything,” Fee said firmly. “Yuri-sama is Yuri-sama. He is a truly kind person.”

Fritz blinked, Fee’s conviction striking him like a physical blow. It was true that Yuri hadn't done anything wrong. In fact, he had saved Fritz’s life from the pack of Wolves. 

The sheer scale of Yuri's Magic Power didn't matter. Facing a pack of monsters was always dangerous, yet Yuri had dove in to save a stranger. Fritz didn't know that Yuri had actually dove in for the Magic Stones and hadn't noticed him at first; all he saw was the result.

“...Perhaps my eyes were simply clouded by the past,” Fritz conceded.

“As long as you understand. Now, help me move these Wolves. I can't budge them on my own.”

“Leave it to me! I might not look it, but I’m confident in my strength. I’ll haul ten or twenty of these things without breaking a sweat.”

Fritz rolled up his sleeves, his posture shifting into something far more reliable.

◇　◆　◇

I had only intended to take a short nap, but I ended up out cold for hours. By the time I woke, the world outside was beginning to dim.

Fee and the others must have been hauling the carcasses. There were quite a few of them; they wouldn't be able to finish in one go. I should have made a cart before I laid down. Efficiency is everything.

I looked toward the back of the warehouse and saw a small pile of Wolves already neatly arranged.

Magic Power... is fully recovered. Good.

I pulled out a Magic Stone and filled it with Ice Magic Power, mounting it to the wall near the meat. I decided to experiment with a new theory: creating a conduit to link the stones.

It proved unexpectedly simple. I began drawing a Magic Stone Line between the units. When I channeled power into a single stone, the energy flowed through the line, activating the next one in the chain. It required a larger initial output to power the whole circuit, but it saved me the tedious manual labor of charging every stone individually.

I immediately implemented the Magic Stone Line throughout the entire warehouse. I placed a cooling stone roughly every meter and linked them all together. Once I ran the lines across the walls and the ceiling, the giant freezer was complete.

The temperature plummeted.

“Gah—f-freezing!”

I scrambled out of the warehouse, shivering. Note to self: always charge the circuit from the outside. That was a mistake.

I embedded a final stone into the door to seal the circuit, and the warehouse was officially finished. Now, I just had to wait for the rest of the haul to arrive.

With time on my hands, I decided to build a small prefab shack for temporary housing. I couldn't exactly sleep in the freezer; I’d likely never wake up. I kept it simple—a modest one-room structure just to get us through the night. 

However, looking at the bare stone interior made me feel restless. It was a dwelling, but it was empty. 

Fee and the others aren't back yet... right?

If she caught me burning through my reserves again, she’d have my head. Then again, with the warehouse already finished, it was too late for excuses. 

The stone floor was too hard for a proper bed, so I wanted to use wood. That meant I needed an axe. I could use magic to fell trees, but I had other tasks to attend to, and I needed tools the others could use.

A stone axe was easy enough. It followed the same logic as the Daggers I made for Fee—compress the earth into a sharp, durable edge. To make sure it bit into the wood properly, I added a tiny dash of Enchantment Magic as a finishing touch.

“Wait, what?”

My Magic Power bottomed out much faster than I anticipated. The stone axe was finished, and though I felt a bit drained, I didn't get the usual dizzy spell. The tool looked perfect—better than any iron axe I’d seen.

“Ah! Yuri-sama! You’re using magic again!”

“N-no, this is just like the Daggers. We’re going to need timber for the reconstruction.”

I held up the single axe, hoping she wouldn't notice the new shack behind me.

“You built an entire house! That’s it! You’re done for today!”

Fee began shoving me toward the shack.

“Wait, just a second. I want to see if the axe actually works.”

“Then Fee will do it—”

“No, I’ve got this. Physical labor is my job,” Fritz said, stepping in. He grabbed the stone axe from the ground and took a swing at a nearby tree.

Swoosh!

“...Eh?” Fritz muttered.

With a sound that was entirely wrong for an axe, the tree was severed. It didn't just fall; it was sliced clean through in a single stroke.

“Perfect,” I said. “It cuts.”

“Are you satisfied now?” Fee huffed. “Then get inside and stay there!”

“No, no, wait! Hold on! This is wrong!” Fritz shouted, his voice rising in panic as we turned to leave.

“What’s wrong? It cut the tree, didn't it?”

“Yeah, it cut it! It went ‘swoosh’! Axes are supposed to go ‘thwack’! You’re supposed to hack at it until it falls!”

I didn't see the problem. Efficiency was the goal, wasn't it? If it took one swing instead of twenty, that was a success.

But then, the axe in Fritz’s hand shattered into a million pieces.

“I see,” I mused. “A durability issue, then.”

“THAT’S NOT THE PROBLEM!”

Fritz’s scream echoed through the darkening woods, a frantic sound in the quiet of the dying village.
Preparing the Tools

I had been forcibly dragged back to the shack, left to ponder exactly why my previous attempt at an axe had ended in such a failure. 

The process had been identical to the one I used for Fee’s Dagger. The only difference was the amount of Enchantment Magic I had poured into it. Perhaps I should try embedding the Magic Stones directly, similar to the method used for the warehouse?

I picked up a stray Magic Stone rolling around the floor and imbued it with a Sharpness Reinforcement enchantment. The issue remained that I lacked the necessary tools to actually mount the stone. 

Ever since I had been ordered to lie down, Fee had been watching me like a hawk, ensuring I didn't try to sneak back to work.

"Lord Yuri, you aren't going to run away again, are you?"

"I'm fine, Fee. I'm not going anywhere. I’m resting, just like you wanted."

I discreetly slid the Magic Stone I’d been holding under the covers of my futon.

"More importantly, you’ve been working just as hard. You should take a break too, don't worry about me."

Fee narrowed her eyes, her gaze flat and skeptical. She knows. She knows the second she leaves, I’m heading back out to finish that axe.

She was right, of course.

"Haaa... fine," Fee sighed. "Fee will rest, too."

To my shock, she crawled right into the futon beside me.

"Wait—what!?"

"Is there a problem?" she asked, her voice muffled.

She was petite enough that she didn't actually take up much space, but still—

"No... nothing's wrong."

"Then hurry up and sleep."

And so, under the watchful eye of my bodyguard, I was forced into an early night's rest.



"It’s morning!"

I slipped out of the shack with the first rays of dawn, stretching my stiff limbs in the crisp air.

"Alright, today’s the day—"

"If you collapse again, I’m locking the door from the outside," a voice chirped from behind me.

"I’ll... keep it within reason," I promised.

In truth, the list of tasks was staggering. There was a limit to what I could accomplish alone; trying to reconstruct this entire village by hand would take years. Under normal circumstances, that might be acceptable, but I didn't have the luxury of time.

The Lousauth family was destined to perish by my eighteenth birthday. I had eight years left. Only eight.

I needed to organize my priorities. First on the list: water and sewage. Clean Water was a basic necessity, and for the sake of long-term hygiene, a proper drainage system was essential. There was a river nearby; I just needed to dig a canal to bring the flow into the village.

Then there were the defenses. This was a dangerous frontier, and Monsters could strike at any moment. The simple moat I’d dug would only stop small-fry. Based on the reports I’d heard, there were much larger threats in the area. To truly protect this land, I would eventually need to encircle the entire settlement with walls and turn it into a Fortress City. 

That would require immense structural integrity, meaning I’d have to use magic to reinforce the stone. But that would take days—weeks, even—that I didn't have yet. For now, the moat would have to suffice.

I also needed fields for crops, houses for the villagers, and eventually, more people to fill them. And through all of this, I needed to earn enough merit to secure my independence.

The scale of it is overwhelming. No, focus. One step at a time.

"First, I need to make the tools so everyone else can actually help with the labor."

I started with the internal structure. Using Transmutation, I shaped a slightly undersized axe head from stone, then coated it in a thin, stretched layer of Magic Stone. I then layered more stone over that coating until it reached a standard size. Finally, I carved a small indentation into the center of the blade and embedded an enchanted Magic Stone into the slot.

"Let's see if this works."

During the warehouse construction, I’d learned that Magic Stone Thread could act as a conductor, allowing Magic Power to flow through multiple stones at once. I had applied that logic here, wrapping the entire inner head in Magic Stone to ensure the enchantment's effect permeated the whole tool. To prevent the brittle magic material from shattering on impact, I’d reinforced it with an outer shell of common stone.

The moment the Sharpness Reinforcement stone clicked into place, the axe seemed to pulse with a faint light.

"Time for a field test. Fee, could you go get Fritz?"

"On it."

Once Fee was out of sight, I immediately got to work on the next set of prototypes.



"There's more of them..."

Fee had returned, and she looked thoroughly exasperated. Spread out before me were a newly minted hoe and a shovel.

"They're all essential," I argued. "If Fritz is going to be our test pilot, I might as well have him try the whole set."

Fritz looked at the pile warily. "...These are normal tools this time, right?"

"Entirely normal," I lied.

"Which means they aren't normal at all," he sighed, reaching for the axe.

He stepped toward a nearby tree and gave it a tentative swing. The blade passed through the trunk like a hot wire through butter. There was almost no resistance, no vibration—just a clean, silent arc.

But the axe didn't stop there. The sheer force of the swing translated into a shockwave that extended from the blade, slicing through the air and toppling the three trees standing directly behind the first.

"Perfect. The Sharpness Reinforcement is even better than I imagined. Now we just have to see how long it lasts."

"..."

Fritz didn't say a word. He stood there, face pale, staring back and forth between the stone tool in his hand and the small forest he had just accidentally cleared.

"Ready to try the hoe?" I asked.

"Wait a damn minute! Are you seeing this?! This is insane!"

"It’s just a tree, Fritz. It’s the same as yesterday."

In the original game, axes were viable weapons. There was even a high-tier skill called Earth Splitter. I figured if a game character could do it, an axe in this world should be able to handle a little lumberjacking.

"Fee, back me up here! Tell him he's crazy!" Fritz pleaded.

Fee stepped forward and examined the tool. "The handle is stone. It’s hard to grip."

"Ah, good point. I didn't consider the ergonomics."

"That's not the problem!" Fritz screamed. "The sharpness is wrong! This shouldn't be possible with stone!"

"Well, if you want anything better, I'll need iron. Stone has its limits."

"I'm telling you it cuts too much! This isn't an axe anymore! Is this really just a rock?"

"I mean, there's a bit of Magic Stone inside to boost the Sharpness Reinforcement..."

"Then this is a Magic Axe!"

I frowned. I knew of weapons called Magic Axes from the game's lore. The Magic Axe Mirna, for instance—a legendary tool of a god that possessed the Lightning Attribute, a massive Anti-Demon Effect, and the highest Attack Power in the game. Compared to a legendary relic like that, my stone tool was a toy.

"It's just a Stone Axe, Fritz. Don't overthink it."

If I could mass-produce the most powerful weapons in the game this easily, the entire balance of the world would collapse. It was a terrifying thought, so I pushed it aside. It couldn't be that simple.

"Is... is the rest of this stuff like that too?" Fritz asked, his voice trembling. He picked up the shovel and, for some reason, swung it with all his might against a tree trunk.

The shovel didn't cut. It was a shovel, after all.

"DAAAGH!" Fritz howled as the recoil rattled his bones. He clutched his numbed arms, face contorted in pain.

"Why would you try to cut a tree with a shovel?" I asked, genuinely confused.

"I don't know anymore!" he snapped.

I hadn't put any cutting enchantments on the shovel. Instead, I’d focused on Earth Specialization and Physical Ability Improvement. It was designed for digging, not combat.

"Since you have it in your hand, why don't you go tidy up the moat?"

The current moat was a mess of uneven depths and jagged edges. It worked, but it was an eyesore. If I was going to rule this territory, I wanted it to look professional.

"Fine," Fritz muttered, looking relieved that the shovel hadn't decapitated the tree. "I won't know what it does until I use it for its real job anyway."

He hopped down into the trench and jammed the shovel into the dirt. The tool glowed. A split second later, a concentrated beam of light erupted from the spade. It didn't explode; it simply erased a perfectly cylindrical section of earth.

Fritz stood in the newly deepened trench and turned a dead-eyed stare toward me.

"...Do you have anything you'd like to say, Lord Yuri?"

"It only affected the earth," I noted. "So it’s definitely a shovel."

"Shovels do not fire beams of light! Is this a legendary artifact!?"

"It’s a normal shovel with an Earth Specialization stone!"

"Go back to school and look up the word 'normal'! This is the opposite of that!"

"But it's efficient," I countered. "We're short-staffed. We have to make up for the lack of manpower with better tools."

Fritz opened his mouth to argue, then hesitated. "...I suppose that makes sense."

Fee tugged on my sleeve. "I want a weapon like that, too."

"You sure? It'll still be made of stone for now."

"I want it."

"Alright. I'll see what I can do."

"Yay," Fee whispered, raising her hands in a rare show of excitement.

Fritz watched her, then looked down at the shovel in his hands. He gripped it tightly. "I want a weapon too! Give me something like... this!"

"You can use that shovel as much as you like, Fritz."

"No, I meant—"

"Or the axe? You're the only one strong enough to use it properly anyway. It's yours."

"I... uh... thanks."

Fritz looked like he was on the verge of tears. He had the most powerful tools in the region, yet as he trudged back to work, he carried the heavy, slumped shoulders of a man who had lost his soul.
Giant Lizard

At the Lousouth family mansion in the Royal Capital, my father, Baran, stood in his office with a grim set to his jaw. Beside him stood his butler, facing off with a demonic man adorned with wings and horns.

Baran’s expression remained stony.

"A stampede broke out in the frontier, and Yuri repelled it? What exactly is going on?"

"We don't know," the demon replied. "We lured a massive pack of Wolves toward him, but they were cut down with ease."

"It wasn't just 'luring them,' it was a full-blown stampede! Besides, Yuri shouldn't have the capacity to slaughter that many Wolves."

"Regarding that, I cannot be certain, but..." 

In contrast to Baran’s agitation, the demonic man allowed a faint, amused smile to play on his lips. "He is indeed a son of the Lousouth house, it seems. After assessing the situation in an instant, he apparently lured the Wolves into a series of pitfall traps."

"Even someone with Yuri’s pathetic Aptitude could manage a few pitfalls."

Everyone in the Lousouth family—a lineage of Masterminds—was born with high Aptitude parameters. Years ago, when an Appraiser was summoned to check our stats, Yuri’s numbers had been the lowest in the family by a staggering margin.

Name: Yuri Lousouth
HP: D
MP: C
Attack: D
Defense: E
Agility: E
Magic Power: C

【Skill】
Swordsmanship: D

【Magic】
Earth: C, Dark: C

The Aptitude Appraisal performed by a professional Appraiser didn't provide precise numerical details like Yuri’s own Appraisal did. Only a Player could see the exact values. It was likely a special privilege granted by the system, as the game required everything to be quantified.

Furthermore, Yuri had been using his innate Disguise Skill to ensure that, to any outside observer, he appeared to be nothing more than average. He did this in the hope that his assassination targets would grow overconfident...

Even when he eventually joined the protagonist’s party, his parameters remained at the same level as the other allies solely because he maintained that Disguise. His father, Baran, had fallen for the fake stats completely. He was now forced to revise his opinion, assuming that even with such mediocre Aptitude, one could still put up a decent fight against Wolves.

"Please, be at ease," the demon said. "It was our oversight to misjudge your son’s capabilities. For our next move, we have prepared a Monster that your son could never hope to match."

"Oh? And what would that be?"

"A Dragon."

"Kukuku... Indeed. It wouldn't be out of the ordinary for a Dragon to 'accidentally' appear in the frontier."

Dragons possessed the highest tier of power. Once one appeared, the Kingdom's Knight Order would be mobilized, and even then, they rarely managed to kill the beast; repelling it was usually the best they could hope for. It wasn't the kind of Monster you unleashed on a single Lord, nor was it something anyone could survive by mere effort.

If Yuri managed to deal with this, it would mean he was hiding a terrifying amount of power.

If he’s been hiding his true strength even from me, Baran thought, I’ll have to re-evaluate him. Though, he likely only survived the last encounter through sheer luck.

"But after that territory is wiped out, what then? I’ll be branded an incompetent Duke for leaving a Dragon to its own devices and letting my son be killed."

"We have already accounted for that. Once the territory is destroyed, you, Milord, will defeat the Dragon. By doing so, your prestige will only grow."

"I see. However... even I cannot slay a Dragon."

"The Dragon will do the destroying, but the creature you face will be a Giant Lizard. Why don't we simply say you 'mistook its identity due to its massive size'?"

If any witnesses survived, the plan would crumble, but the village was full of nothing but old people. None of them were expected to survive a Dragon attack.

"Is there a Dragon that truly resembles a lizard?"

"Yes. The Earth Dragon. It cannot fly, and to the untrained eye, it looks remarkably like a lizard. Its abilities are a grade below other Dragons, but even so, it remains a natural disaster for the Human race."

"True. Even I would be hard-pressed to defeat one."

Baran desperately fought the urge to laugh. As they finalized their dark designs, they failed to notice that the office door was slightly ajar.



A few days after Yuri finished the tools, the last of the Wolves were finally stored in the warehouse. With that task done, Fritz moved on to refining the moat.

Yuri and the others were out surveying the river and mapping the surrounding area. Apparently, this was necessary work for developing the territory, though Fritz didn't quite see the point.

At first, Fritz had been suspicious. Is he really just the son of a corrupt Lord? He had wondered that the moment Yuri took over the territory, but now, not a shred of doubt remained. Yuri was a bit naive—a man with out-of-this-world abilities who occasionally did something completely absurd—but his core motivation was always "I want to make this land better." It made him a man Fritz found impossible to hate.

Swayed by the earnest atmosphere, Fritz realized he had settled into the village before he even knew it. Still, he eventually had to go report the status of his escort mission. He worked his shovel, deciding that once the moat was finished and the village was secure, he would tell Yuri he needed to head out for a while.

Then, he noticed the silence. The nearby forest was eerily still.

"No sound at all... that’s strange."

Fritz squinted toward the trees. There, he saw a pack of Wolves charging toward him, just like before.

"A-again!?"

He didn't have a weapon on him—only the Shovel. He couldn't count on Yuri to bail him out this time. He would have to face the pack, which had completely outclassed him before, with nothing but a digging tool.

He had dug the moat to keep them out of the village, but that was their only defense. Even a deep trench could be bypassed if the Wolves used the bodies of their fallen to form a bridge. Fritz had to thin their numbers now. He cursed himself for not bringing his axe, but it was too late for regrets.

No, get a grip! My job is to buy time. Yuri-sama will notice and come running soon.

He slapped his cheeks to focus and leveled the Shovel.

"Come on! Fritz the apprentice Mercenary is your opponent!"

Suddenly, the Wolves veered away, sprinting past him as if their lives depended on it. They looked less like they were attacking and more like they were being hunted.

"W-what on earth...?"

He watched them flee in a daze, but his confusion was short-lived. A new Monster emerged, radiating an aura of intimidation that made the Wolves look like puppies.

"A-an Earth Dragon..."

It was a Giant Lizard, its massive frame almost entirely encased in rock. It was a creature granted the title of "Dragon" solely because of its overwhelming power. Though it had lost the ability to fly, its stone armor made it resistant to both physical and magic attacks. A charge from a beast that size was said to be able to level castle walls.

"T-that's impossible... I-I have to run..."

Fritz couldn't see a single path to victory against this walking natural disaster, not even for Yuri. This territory was finally being rebuilt, but his life came first. Yet, he knew that if he ran, everyone else would be trampled. As a Mercenary, his job was to distract the beast and draw it away from the village. He didn't need to win; he just needed to be a target.

"C-come here, you Giant Lizard! I’m your opponent!"

With shaking legs, Fritz leveled the Shovel. He swung it with every ounce of strength he possessed. In the next instant, a beam of light erupted from the tool, gouging a massive chunk out of the Earth Dragon’s side.

"Wha—!?" Fritz shrieked.

The Earth Dragon paused, seemingly unable to comprehend how it had been wounded. It stared at its own body in confusion. Where the light had struck, there was a gaping hole, as if the flesh and stone had never existed at all.

"I-I get it! Its body is made of rock. Which basically means it’s Earth! If that’s the case, this Shovel can handle it!"

It was a reckless leap in logic, but given the results, Fritz forced himself to believe it.

And so, after a fierce "death struggle" (read: a completely one-sided slaughter), Fritz narrowly managed to defeat the Earth Dragon (read: without taking a single scratch).

As Fritz stood there, feeling a complicated mix of emotions, a sudden jolt of pain—like a massive electrical discharge—coursed through his body. He collapsed in a heap right next to the fallen dragon.



While Fritz was engaged in his "death struggle" with the Earth Dragon, we had reached the riverside. I kept my Presence Detection active, spanning the entire area. Naturally, I was aware that an Earth Dragon was attacking.

However...

"An Earth Dragon, huh..."

"Is something wrong?" Fee asked.

"No, it's just that an Earth Dragon is attacking the territory..."

"Then we have to hurry back and intercept it!"

"Honestly? I really don't feel like it."

In the game, the Earth Dragon was a nuisance—a Monster with high stats but very little "flavor." Being a Dragon, it gave a decent amount of experience, but it was immune to almost all physical and magic attacks. This "noob-killer" mob had exactly one weakness: weapons imbued with Earth Specialization.

Those weapons were rare, which was why it was considered such a threat. But the most annoying part? It dropped almost no sellable materials. You’d put in all that effort for zero reward. That’s why I couldn't find the motivation.

"Well, Fritz can handle it. As long as he has a tool with Earth Specialization, that thing is no stronger than a Wolf."

"Is it really not that tough?"

"Yeah. Anyway, more importantly, I need to figure out how to pipe Water into the territory...!?"

I felt the Earth Dragon’s presence vanish. But immediately after, a different signal hit my radar. This was the greatest crisis we had faced since arriving in this land.

"This is bad, Fee. We’re heading back. Now!"

"Is the Earth Dragon that dangerous after all?"

"It’s way worse than that! If we don't deal with this, the territory is doomed!"

Fee saw the genuine panic on my face and realized the gravity of the situation. "What is it? What’s coming?"

"An opponent who leads the world to ruin... Yes, the Saint!!"

For some reason, my Presence Detection had just picked up the signature of the Saint—the girl who was supposed to be safely tucked away in the Royal Capital.
The Saint’s Arrival

To understand how we got here, we must wind back the clock a short while.

In the Royal Capital, Saint Emilina had been scouring the streets for information on the rumored Orphan Savior. Finally, a lead landed in her lap.

The Savior’s name was Yuri Lousouth. Apparently, he had been granted his own territory and was currently serving as its Lord.

It was no wonder she hadn't found him; she had been looking in the wrong place entirely. However, she couldn't simply abandon her post at the Church in the Capital without a compelling reason. She had resigned herself to waiting for his next visit to the city—until an unexpected visitor arrived at the Church gates.

It was his younger sister, Sasha Lousouth.

She was visibly shaken, her face a ghostly shade of white.

“I-is Lady Emilina here? Please!”

The sheer desperation in the girl’s voice suggested that something catastrophic was afoot.

“I am right here,” Emilina said, stepping forward with a serene, practiced smile. “We’ll draw too much attention out here. Let us speak in my room.”

Relief flooded Sasha’s features as she followed the Saint through the halls. The room Emilina led her to was a modest private chamber provided by the Church—a Spartan space containing nothing more than a bed and a desk.

“I thought it best we speak where we wouldn't be overheard,” Emilina apologized, beginning to brew tea. “I’m sorry I have nothing better to offer you.”

Tea was one of Emilina's few indulgences. Every time she ventured into the city, she used her meager allowance to carefully select the finest leaves she could afford.

“Ah… it smells wonderful,” Sasha murmured. The gentle aroma seemed to anchor her, slowly drawing her back from the brink of panic. She took a sip. “It’s delicious.”

“Thank you. Now, you mentioned you had urgent business. What has happened?”

“R-right! Um… my brother… Please, you have to help Yuri!”

Emilina’s expression clouded. A noble who genuinely cared for the poor was a rare, heretical breed in the current climate. Such a man would naturally accrue enemies. 

Yet, Yuri was a Lousouth. The family was legendary for its high Aptitude, and their status as Dukes placed them at the pinnacle of the Kingdom’s hierarchy. To cross the son was to cross the Duke himself. No noble would be foolish enough to do so openly. 

Unless, of course, the enemy was within.

“Tell me everything,” Emilina urged.

“Recently, my broth—no, Yuri… he went to the frontier to study lordship. But it was all a trap. My father planned it…”

Emilina’s suspicions were confirmed. Yuri’s protection lasted only as long as he had his family's backing. If the Duke himself turned against him, he was defenseless.

“But would Duke Lousouth really stoop to attacking his own son? He’s so obsessed with his public image. I would expect him to be more discreet—an ‘accident’ or a quiet assassination, perhaps.”

Sasha nodded fervently. “He isn't doing it himself. I overheard them talking… they’re going to use a Dragon. T-that’s impossible, right? He wouldn't…” Tears began to well in Sasha’s eyes.

“I can’t be certain with just that,” Emilina said softly, “but was there anything else? Anything unusual?”

“N-now that you mention it… the person my father was talking to… I’ve never seen anyone like him. I don’t even know if he was human. He had wings and horns… like a demon.”

Emilina bolted upright. She crossed the room to her bookshelf, yanked out a heavy tome, and flipped through the pages until she found what she was looking for. She slammed the book onto the table and pointed.

“Was it someone like this?”

The illustration depicted a member of the Demon Race—the cruel, powerful inhabitants of the Trismalis Demon Kingdom. They possessed Aptitudes far beyond human reach, specialized in Dark Attribute magic, and bore wings that allowed them to dominate the skies. Their claws could shred iron, and they were masters of manipulating Monsters.

If the Duke was in league with them, a Dragon attack made perfect sense. To an outsider, it would look like a tragic natural disaster. 

But the implications were far worse. The Kingdom of Inraku had been founded on a rebellion against the Trismalis Demon Kingdom, where humans had once been kept as slaves. Every child knew the story of the First King of Inraku, the Hero who slew the Demon Lord. The two nations were bitter enemies; a secret alliance with the Demon Race was nothing short of high treason.

Sasha’s eyes widened as she stared at the page. “That’s him! That’s exactly what he looked like!”

It was settled. Duke Lousouth was guilty. 

And if he was moving now, Yuri’s territory was as good as gone. A frontier village couldn't possibly withstand a Dragon.

“I understand,” Emilina said firmly. “I don’t know how much I can do, but I will give everything I have to help him.”

“Thank you! Oh, thank you!” Sasha bowed her head, weeping with relief.

Emilina watched her, her mind already racing. Yuri was in danger, but Sasha was in even more immediate peril. If the Duke realized his daughter knew his secret, he would move to silence her instantly. She couldn't stay here.

“Lady Sasha, you should come with me. I will handle the Duke. We’ll use the Pilgrimage of the Saint as our cover.”

“A-are you sure?”

“Of course. Let’s go make sure Lord Yuri is safe.”

And so, the two greatest threats to my survival—the game’s female lead and the sister carrying a mountain of ruin flags—began their journey toward the frontier.

◇　◆　◇

The news that the Saint was coming hit me like a physical blow. As I scrambled around in a panic, Fee watched me with a look of pure confusion.

“Why are you so scared of a Saint?” she asked. “Isn't she supposed to be a savior?”

“You don't understand, Fee. If you get too close to that woman, the Guillotine starts sharpening its blade. It’s a literal death sentence.”

“T-that sounds terrifying...”

“I assure you, no such fate awaits you.”

A new voice cut through our frantic huddle. I froze.

A girl with cascading golden hair and a pristine white habit stepped into the clearing. It was Emilina—the Saint herself. Since we were still five years away from the game’s start, she looked younger than her illustrations, but the early signs of her legendary "assets" were already... well, let’s just say the "Decameron" nicknames weren't exaggerations.

“Hahaha... just a joke, obviously!” I forced a laugh, sweating bullets. “I would never speak ill of the Saint. Not me.”

“Is that so?” Emilina tilted her head, her smile not quite reaching her eyes. “Your words sounded remarkably sincere just now.”

“It’s just the shadows,” I lied through my teeth. “The trees make everything look more ominous than it is.”

We stared at each other, both of us maintaining perfectly fake smiles.

“Lord Yuri is scary...” Fee whispered, trembling behind my cloak.

Suddenly, a smaller figure in expensive silks peeked out from behind the Saint. She looked frantic.

“Lady Emilina, we don't have time! We have to tell him about the Dragon!”

It was Sasha, my younger sister. I had no idea why the girl destined for ruin was traveling with the Saint who usually delivers it, but she looked genuinely worried for me. I felt a small pang of genuine gratitude.

“A Dragon?” I asked. “You mean the Earth Dragon?”

They were rare, but Earth Dragons were native to this region. I figured they must have spotted another one on the way.

“T-that’s what Father said!” Sasha cried.

“An Earth Dragon?!” Emilina gasped, her composure finally breaking. “We can’t fight that! Lord Yuri, we have to evacuate the village immediately!”

So it was an Earth Dragon. That explained why I couldn't feel its presence anymore; Fritz must have already finished the job.

“Right, well... how about we head back to the village first?” I suggested.

“Are you insane?” Sasha shrieked. “You’ll be eaten!”

“Do you see a dragon anywhere?” I asked, gesturing to the quiet forest.

“Well... no, but...” Sasha faltered, looking around in confusion. She probably thought she’d been given bad intel.

“You’ve had a long trip,” I said, my voice dripping with forced hospitality. “There isn't much here, but please, make yourself at home,” I added, while internally screaming for them to leave as fast as humanly possible. 

If I turned them away now, the rumors would ruin me faster than any dragon could. I had no choice. I led the two "doom flags" toward my settlement.

◇　◇　◇

My territory was still a work in progress—mostly just dirt and a few new trenches for defense. And, of course, the massive, hole-riddled corpse of an Earth Dragon lying unceremoniously by the roadside. To me, it was just a landscape feature. 

I started to walk past it into the village, but Sasha grabbed my arm, her face twisting in horror. 

“W-why are you just walking past it?!” she screamed, pointing at the dead beast. “That’s the dragon! It’s right there!”

“Oh, that? It’s just a giant lizard with no salvage value,” I said with a shrug. “If you want it, it’s yours. Consider it a souvenir.”

Moving that much dead weight was a logistical nightmare I didn't have the budget for. If it wasn't going to make me a profit, I wasn't touching it.

“In that case... may I truly have it?” Emilina asked, stepping forward with an opportunistic glint in her eyes.

Maybe the Church had some use for dragon scales or whatever. I didn't care.

“Sure. Take the whole thing. Be my guest.”

I gave the Saint a thumbs-up, happy to have someone else deal with the trash.
A Tour of the Territory

We passed the welcoming sight of the Earth Dragon’s carcass and entered the village proper.

There weren't any local specialties to show off, and I knew that giving my guests a tour of the crumbling hovels where the commoners lived wouldn't leave a great impression. As a compromise, I had no choice but to lead them to the temporary shack I called home.

"There’s nothing out here in the frontier, so it might be a bit uncomfortable, but stay as long as you like," I said, offering Emilina a smile.

She kept a pleasant expression throughout, making it impossible to tell what she was actually thinking. Sasha, on the other hand, wore her emotions on her sleeve.

"Big bro—I mean, Brother, you’re living in a place like this? This isn't just a servant’s shack, is it?"

Compared to a noble’s mansion, this temporary house was tiny. It had been constructed in an instant, so there wasn't much I could do about the aesthetics.

"I’m prioritizing the reconstruction right now. My own house can wait. Besides, all I really need is a place to sleep."

"You are truly magnificent, Master Yuri. You truly deserve to be called the Savior," Emilina said, clasping her hands together in praise.

Something about her felt off, like there was a hidden motive behind those words.

"I still have a long way to go. There’s a limit to what I can do, and there’s so much missing that I'm struggling to decide where to even start."

"Is that so? If you like, perhaps I could look for some people on your behalf?"

Emilina’s offer was exactly what I needed. Anyone could see we were short-staffed. Still, I couldn’t understand why she was going out of her way to get close to me. Maybe she looked at this dying territory and felt a genuine pang of compassion?

There was one thing I was sure of: Saint Emilina was not a pawn of the Mastermind. That meant no one sent by my father, Balan, would infiltrate through her. However, it also meant the chances of meeting characters from the original story had just skyrocketed. After weighing the risks, I finally nodded.

"If there are people who want to come to this territory, I would appreciate the help."

"I understand. Once I return to the Royal Capital, I'll see who I can find. Also, was the person who subjugated that Dragon perhaps a Legendary Hero or a Brilliant Sage?"

"Ah..."

Come to think of it, Fritz was just a Mercenary. Having some sort of title might make his future work easier.

"Well, he calls himself a Mercenary."

"I see. A Mercenary... A Paladin who risks his life to protect the people from evil, then. And since he defeated a Dragon, he deserves the title of Dragon Slayer as well. I’ll personally submit the application on my end. Since there’s physical evidence and my personal word behind it, there shouldn't be any issues."

"I see. I'll leave it to you then. His name is Fritz. He doesn't have a family name, so he's not a noble."

"Understood. I will also report that Master Yuri magnificently repelled the Dragon as well."

Wait, since when did the Saint handle official reports to the crown? Well, it works in my favor, regardless.

"I understand. That’s fine with me."

"By the way, I was a little curious... are those stones rolling around over there Magic Stones?"

Emilina pointed toward the Magic Stones I had made the previous night while hiding from Fee. Fee followed her gaze and immediately began to glare at me.

"Master Yuri! Were you sneaking around making Magic Stones again? I told you to rest properly at night!"

"T-Those? I made those this morning."

"I wake up before you do, Master Yuri!"

"Gugh. S-Sorry. I'll be careful from now on."

Seeing me get scolded by Fee, Emilina looked stunned for a moment before she put a hand to her mouth and let a giggle escape.

"Fufu. It’s almost as if she’s your mother, Master Yuri."

"Hey, I’m the one taking care of Fee, you know."

"That’s right," Fee huffed. "Fee is just warning Master Yuri because he overdoes it without worrying about his own body."

"I’ll leave it at that, then," Emilina said, her smile never faltering.



After we talked for a while, it was time for Emilina to depart.

"I am relieved to see that everything is alright here."

"By the way, how are you going to carry that Dragon?" I asked.

They didn't have a cart, and Emilina’s group had arrived on foot.

"It’s okay. I may not look it, but I’m quite strong."

With a serene smile, she grabbed the Dragon by the tail and began dragging the massive carcass away as if it were nothing. I suddenly remembered that a Saint’s weapon of choice was usually a massive Mace. In the game, I’d just accepted it as a mechanic, but seeing it in person was different. She had the raw strength to haul around a hunk of heavy metal without breaking a sweat. I was glad we weren't enemies.

"By the way, why are you staying here, Sasha?"

"Lady Emilina said it would be better for me to hide myself, just in case. She thought it would be safe here."

"...Did something happen?"

"Yes. Actually, I... I ended up overhearing Father talking to someone who looked like a demon..."

Ah. So Balan’s conspiracy leaked. 

If my father found out about this, Sasha’s life was certainly in danger. A man who would sick a Dragon on his own son wouldn’t hesitate to kill his daughter.

"So that's how it is..."

"Is that... is that why you came here too, Big Brother?"

"Yeah. That’s exactly why."

Sasha finally understood why I had chosen to live in the middle of nowhere. However, she was still a member of the Lousouth House. I couldn't say for certain that she wasn't one of my father’s plants.

"I understand. Stay here with Fee until you get used to the place. You can ask her if there's anything you don't understand."

"Master Yuri, you’re just saying that because it’s a convenient way to keep Fee away from you," Fee grumbled.

"Now, whatever do you mean by that?"

When dealing with a girl as sharp as Fee, playing dumb was the only option.

"P-Please look after me, Lady Fee."

"Fee is fine. Since you're Master Yuri's sister, you're a master to Fee too."

"T-Thank you, Fee-san."

I felt a wave of relief seeing that they would likely get along.



That night, while I was diligently working on Magic Stones without a care in the world, Fritz dropped by.

"What on earth is with that Shovel? I killed an Earth Dragon with it like it was nothing."

"I told you it had an Anti-Earth Effect, didn't I? It's extremely effective against things like Earth Dragons."

"That’s the first I've heard of it. Also, the moment that thing died, I felt this intense, sharp pain. Is that Shovel cursed or something?"

"Of course not. ...No, wait."

I stared intently at Fritz. Even with a specialized weapon, he had defeated a high-tier enemy; it was only natural his Level would skyrocket. The sudden surge in power had likely caused Growing Pains. 

Looking at him, his Level had jumped by more than ten.

"I see. I know why you were in pain. It’s nothing harmful, so don't worry about it. Is that all you came to tell me?"

"No, that was just a side note. I’m thinking of heading back to the Town of Nest for a bit."

He probably thought I’d turn him down because we were so short on hands. He was a serious guy to the core. Technically, I wasn't even his employer; I just paid him a daily wage for the help. He was free to go whenever he wanted.

"I don't mind, but it’s already dark. You should leave tomorrow morning instead."

"...Are you sure?"

"Obviously. I don't intend to tie you down."

"But you’re short-staffed, aren't you?"

"We are always short-staffed. But you’re coming back, aren't you? Then consider it a vacation. Oh, and while you’re there, could you see if anyone in the Town of Nest wants to move here?"

I gave a self-deprecating smile, knowing there wouldn't be many takers.

"Got it. I don't know how many I'll find, but I'll spread the word at the Mercenary Guild."

"I’m counting on you."

"Right. One more thing... my old weapon got ruined during the fight with the Wolf. Can I take this Shovel with me?"

"No, that’s not a real weapon. I’ll make something that actually suits you by tomorrow morning."

"R-Really? You'd go that far?"

"Consider it a thank-you for everything you’ve helped me with so far."

"I appreciate it. I'll be looking forward to tomorrow then."

Fritz looked genuinely happy as he left the room. Once he was gone, I sacrificed my sleep to forge a weapon specifically for him.



The next morning, I woke up to find both Fee and Sasha tucked into my bed, fast asleep.

When did they sneak in?

If an assassin had come in, I’d have been dead before I could blink. Staying up late to make Fritz’s weapon was no excuse for such a lapse in security. I needed to stay sharp.

I slipped out of the covers quietly so as not to wake them and went to find Fritz. He was pacing restlessly at the village entrance.

"Did I keep you waiting?"

"No, I just got here myself."

We sounded like a couple meeting for a date. I shook off the unpleasant thought and pushed the finished weapon into his hands.

"W-What is this?"

"With your strength, you should be able to swing it easily."

I had handed him a massive sword carved from stone—a Greatsword. It was nearly as tall as he was, with a brilliant red Magic Stone embedded in the center of the blade. It came with a specialized scabbard so he could carry it on his back.

Fritz looked at it with deep suspicion. "Can I try a practice swing?"

"Go ahead."

He gripped it with both hands. It was a massive piece of equipment, and he looked a bit clumsy trying to adjust to the size, but he seemed to find a rhythm quickly.

"No light beams? No flying blades? It just feels like a really good, heavy sword. Are you sure I can have this?"

"Sorry it’s just stone. Once I can work with iron, I’ll make you a proper one. Just bear with that for now."

"Are you kidding? This is incredible. I don't have anything to give you in return, but I'll be back to settle the debt soon."

"Yeah. I’ll be waiting."

I watched Fritz until he disappeared into the distance. 

Of course, there was no way a sword with a Magic Stone embedded in it was just a "normal" sword. It would take Fritz a little while after leaving the village to realize that fact.
New Allies

After I saw Fritz off, I realized Fee was standing right beside me. I hadn't even heard her approach.

“He’s gone...” she murmured.

“He’ll be back soon enough,” I said.

“Yuri-sama, you have dark circles under your eyes.”

“I suppose I pushed myself a little too hard.”

“You should sleep. Even if it's just for a few hours.”

“No, I was just about to start manufacturing the Water Pipes.”

Fee turned a stern, piercing gaze toward me. She didn’t need to say a word; her expression spoke for her. You’re clearly in no condition to work, so what on earth are you talking about?

“I’ll be fine. I won’t do anything reckless, I promise.”

“You’ve already stayed up all night. That’s reckless enough.”

Without another word, Fee began herding me toward the futon. I tried to change the subject to buy some time.

“By the way, why were you and Sasha in my bed this morning? I thought you two were sleeping in the other room.”

Fee’s composure crumbled instantly. “I-I have no idea what you’re talking about...”

Her blatant panic told me everything. She’d crawled in of her own accord.

“Look, I’m a man. Try to keep those kinds of antics in moderation.”

“...I understand,” she whispered, her shoulders slumping visibly.

I saw my opening. While she was distracted by her own dejection, I’d slip away to handle the Water Pipes—

“But that is a separate issue entirely. Yuri-sama, you are going to sleep. Now.”

My diversionary tactic failed miserably. I was forcibly escorted back to my shack and tucked in.



My body must have been more exhausted than I cared to admit. The moment I hit the futon, I plummeted into a deep sleep that lasted until noon. When I finally woke, the air outside was thick with noise and commotion.

“Did something happen?” I asked, findng Fee near the door.

She pointed toward the edge of the clearing. Sasha was there, standing defiantly across from Alan.

“Onii-chan! There’s a suspicious man here!” Sasha shouted the moment she saw me.

“Yuri-sama, please,” Alan sighed, looking exhausted. “This young lady has spent the last hour insisting I’m a bandit.”

I realized then that this was entirely my fault—a failure to communicate. From Sasha’s perspective, she was simply doing her duty to protect the territory. And considering we were on high alert because of the threat to her life, her paranoia was justified.

“He’s safe, Sasha. He’s our personal merchant.”

“Yuri-sama, Fee-sama. It has been quite a while,” Alan said, bowing politely.

“It has. I trust there was no trouble on the road?”

“None at all. In fact, the Viscount has been so accommodating lately that it’s almost suspicious.”

As we spoke with familiar ease, Sasha finally lowered her guard, though she still looked skeptical. “Onii-cha—I mean, if he’s my brother’s merchant, does that mean he’s opening a shop here?”

“Eventually. But look around—we’re not exactly ready for retail yet.”

“But the village has grown since I was last here,” she noted. “You’ve even managed to dig a moat.”

“We’re still desperately short on manpower,” I admitted. “This is all we’ve managed so far.”

Alan smiled. “I suspected as much. That’s why I brought some powerful reinforcements.”

Two figures emerged from Alan’s carriage. One was a man so massive I had to crane my neck just to see his face; the other was a stout man who barely reached my chest.

“Allow me to introduce Rick-dono of the Kijin Race and Dozul-dono of the Dwarf Race. As you know, life in the Kingdom can be... difficult for those of other races. I suggested they might find a better life here.”

“That’s a massive help. Rick-san, Dozul-san, it’s a pleasure. I’m Yuri Lousouth, the Lord of this territory. I look forward to working with you.”

I offered them my best diplomatic smile. First impressions were everything, and I needed these two to feel at home.

“Ri...” 

Rick, the Kijin, tried to speak, but his voice was a tiny, breathy whisper that seemed impossible coming from such a large frame. Still, he was trying. That was enough for me.

“Never mind that,” the Dwarf, Dozul, barked, skipping the pleasantries entirely. “How did you make that Mock Refrigerator?”

It seemed we had a bit of a character on our hands.

“Dozul, do you have experience with Magic Tools?” I asked.

“Magic Tools? Bah! I only care for Blacksmithing. But that box... the geometry is too perfect. I can’t replicate those lines no matter how I hammer. Make another one. Now.”

He was already repeating himself, so to keep the peace, I gathered my mana. I shaped a stone box with Earth magic and handed it to him.

“Oh! The legendary Mock Refrigerator!” he exclaimed, cradling it like a holy relic. “The use of Earth is a flaw, granted, but the linear beauty... the precision... A talent like this won't appear again for a century!”

I left Dozul to his worship and turned my attention back to Rick.

“Rick, is your focus combat?”

I looked at his hulking build. In the games I remembered, the Kijin were late-game encounters—nightmare enemies with massive health pools and overwhelming Attack Power. They’d sent me back to the save screen more times than I could count.

Rick flinched at the question. He crouched down, making himself as small as possible, and shook his head frantically.

“You... aren't good at fighting?”

He nodded vigorously. Then, he looked at me with a pained, searching expression. “No... good...?”

He thinks he’s useless because he can't fight. 

“It’s not a problem,” I assured him. “If you’ve got the strength for it, I need help with house construction and civil engineering. Honestly, we’re short-handed everywhere. We’ll find plenty for you to do.”

Rick’s face lit up. He lunged forward to hug me, but I managed to sidestep just in time. A Kijin hug was essentially a lethal Attack.

As I regained my footing, Alan spoke up as if he’d just remembered something. “By the way, did you know a Dragon Slayer was born in this territory? The neighboring towns are in a complete frenzy over the news.”

“Wait, what?”

Information shouldn't have traveled that fast. Emilina had only been gone for a single day.



Fritz was entirely unaware that he was being hailed as a legendary Dragon Slayer. Somewhere on the road to the Town of Nest, he was staring at his new sword with a wide, goofy grin.

“Heh... I can't believe I got something this high-quality.”

He spent his time practicing his draw, swinging at the air, and sheathing the blade, only to pull it out again a moment later.

“I want to test it on something. Why are there never any Monsters around when you actually want them?”

It made sense, of course. The stampede had wiped out the local Wolf population, and the arrival of the Earth Dragon had scared off everything else. The region was currently a vacuum of monster activity.

However, while the Monsters were gone, the bandits remained.

Fritz didn't even hear them coming. Before he knew it, he was surrounded.

“Heh heh. Hey, kid. Drop the valuables and you might get to keep your life.”

“Hee hee!”

Iron swords and Daggers were leveled at his throat. Fritz gripped his weapon—the Stone Greatsword.

“A stone sword? You think you’re going to beat us with a rock?”

“Look at him. He’s probably a pauper. Let’s just haul him off and sell him as a slave.”

Fritz looked at the circle of men. He was outnumbered, and on paper, his weapon was garbage compared to their iron. But he couldn't stop here. He had a job to do. He had to get back to Yuri.

Fritz swung.

The Stone Greatsword met the lead bandit’s blade. There was no clang of metal—only a clean, sickening zip. The iron sword was severed as if it were made of wet parchment.

“Huh?” 

“Wha—?”

Everyone froze. Fritz stared at the stump of the bandit's sword. 

Did I just... cut through iron?

It was impossible. This was stone. It was heavy and durable, sure, but stone didn't slice through metal. 

One of the other bandits regained his senses and lunged with a Dagger. Fritz instinctively brought the flat of his blade up to block. The moment the Dagger struck the Stone Greatsword, the smaller weapon shattered into a thousand pieces.

“What in the—!?”

The air grew cold. Fritz realized then that this sword was just like the Shovel. It was a cheat item with some kind of absurd, hidden property. He didn't understand the mechanics, but he knew one thing: it destroyed everything it touched.

“Still want to try your luck?” Fritz bluffed, putting on his best intimidating sneer.

The bandits backed away, their faces pale. One of them pointed a trembling finger at him.

“W-wait... the rumor... Is he the Dragon Slayer!?”

“It has to be! Look at that strength! It’s inhuman!”

“R-run! Get out of here!”

The bandits scrambled into the brush, fleeing for their lives. 

Fritz stood alone in the silence of the road. “Who the hell is the Dragon Slayer?” he muttered to himself, watching their retreating backs until they disappeared from sight.
Dragon Slayer Paladin

I pulled myself together and made my way back to the Town of Nest.

Order was relatively well-maintained here, and the town was fairly prosperous. People bustled along the highway, which was neatly paved with cobblestones. There were Mercenaries like me, as well as merchants traveling in heavily laden carriages. High castle walls surrounded the perimeter to protect the inhabitants, and gate guards stood at the entrance around the clock, vetting everyone who entered.

The only real drawback was the wait. Because the guards checked everyone individually, the lines could get incredibly long depending on the time of day. I stood in the queue for what felt like hours until it was finally my turn.

"Fritz? You’re alive?!" the guard exclaimed. "You’ve been gone so long I figured you’d died in a ditch somewhere."

"Hahaha... well, it was a close call, honestly."

Laughing off the grim reality, I held up the thin iron plate that served as my identification for the Mercenary Guild. 

"Right, looks authentic," he said, before lowering his voice. "By the way... you didn't actually go and kill a Dragon, did you?"

"W-what are you talking about?"

I stiffened. To be honest, the credit for that Earth Dragon subjugation belonged almost entirely to Yuri. Anyone could have done it if they were wielding that Shovel.

"Well, word is the Church reported to the capital that a Mercenary named Fritz took one down," the guard whispered. "Now there’s talk of the King bestowing the title of Dragon Slayer Paladin on him."

"No, no. Do you really think an Eternal Apprentice Fritz like me could kill a Dragon?"

"True. Must be a different Fritz then."

The guard laughed, clearly convinced I wasn't capable of such a feat, and waved me through. 

Whew... that was close. But how did the news spread so fast? I haven't told a soul.

I had left the carcass at the entrance of Alf Village. I simply didn't have the strength to move it on my own, so I'd had no choice but to abandon it. It had vanished completely by the time I left, so I’d assumed Yuri had disposed of it, but maybe I was wrong. 

A disaster-class Dragon appearing was a major event; it was the kind of news that would spread like wildfire. A single man defeating a beast that even the Knight Order might struggle with... it was exactly the kind of story people loved to exaggerate. If I weren't the one involved, I’m sure I’d be gossiping about it with my friends too.

"Anyway, I need to get this over with!"

I hurried toward the Mercenary Guild to report my completed request.

◇　◇　◇

The Mercenary Guild was as depressing as I remembered. The lighting was intentionally dim, and the old wooden building was rarely cleaned. In the early mornings, well-built men usually crowded the place, fighting over the best jobs, but since it was past noon, the crowd was sparse.

Despite the low numbers, every head in the room turned toward me the moment I stepped inside. Normally, they’d lose interest in a second, but today, their eyes stayed locked on me.

Marisa, the receptionist, marched toward me with heavy, purposeful strides.

"Fritz-san! Where on earth have you been?!"

She got right in my face, making me recoil.

"W-what do you mean? I was just finishing that escort request I took."

"Right? You were just escorting, and you didn't run into anything else, right? You didn't meet a Dragon... or a Dragon... or perhaps a Dragon?!"

I looked at her, exasperated. She’s really stuck on the Dragon thing.

"Um... do you need a report on that too?"

Even if I told the truth about what happened during the escort, it would sound like a complete fabrication.

"Please," Marisa said, holding her breath and nodding with a solemn expression.

The guild, usually a rowdy place, fell into a deathly silence.

"Fine. To be honest, I was using a Shovel to dig through a Dragon’s body."

I explained the events exactly as they happened. I was actually proud of how concisely I managed to sum it up, but Marisa’s gaze remained ice-cold.

"Um... I don't need jokes. Please tell me the truth."

"But that was the truth!" I shouted.

I spent the next hour explaining the details. By the end, Marisa had adopted a look of skeptical belief.

"Well, I suppose I don't doubt that you subjugated it, but..."

Then what was that whole interrogation for? I wondered.

"Setting that aside, an invitation arrived for you. It’s wax-sealed with the Kingdom's Crest, so the sender is the state... Wait! Don't you dare run away!"

I tried to bolt—there was no way a guy like me belonged in a place like the Royal Capital—but she caught me.

"You should just go in my place, Marisa! I don't know the first thing about etiquette!"

"This is your fault for killing a Dragon! Take some responsibility and go quietly!"

"I’ll just refuse the summons!"

She was surprisingly strong; no matter how hard I pulled, I couldn't break her grip.

"You can't escape a title bestowed by the King! Besides, the Church applied for your Dragon Slayer status, and the Saint herself was the one who found you after the battle! What do you expect a small-town guild to do against people like that? Even the headquarters in the Royal Capital couldn't handle this!"

I felt a chill. This whole thing was just a series of lucky breaks. If another Dragon appeared tomorrow, I’d be dead in seconds.

"A-at least let me decline the title—"

"Defying the King is suicide!" Marisa snapped.

One of the other mercenaries chimed in. "Hey now, did this guy really kill a Dragon? This is Eternal Apprentice Fritz we’re talking about."

"It’s official," Marisa replied. "Falsifying the King’s word is a capital crime."

"But maybe he just told a tall tale and that innocent Saint fell for it? I mean, is there even a Dragon weak enough for an apprentice to kill?"

Exactly! I cheered for him internally. Tell her! There's no way I could do it!

"He must have awakened to some hidden power," Marisa insisted, looking at me. "Right, Fritz-san?"

"Eh? A-ah, yeah, maybe it’s something like that."

"Then fight me!" the mercenary challenged, drawing his weapon. "Show me this 'power' of yours!"

"Wait a minute. I don't really want to—"

"I don't mind," Marisa interrupted. "It’s obvious Fritz-san will win anyway!"

"Why are you consenting for me?! I thought private duels were banned in the guild!"

"This is training! I’m authorizing it!"

The two of them were getting worked up, completely ignoring my protests. 

Maybe I can slip out now?

I tried to sneak toward the door, but Marisa grabbed me by the scruff of my neck.

"To the Training Grounds, then."

I was dragged away without another word.

◇　◇　◇

The Training Grounds was a large building right next to the guild. It was mostly empty, save for a few wooden dummies; usually, only rookies bothered to practice here.

The mercenary and I faced off. He was a mid-tier fighter, and his weapon was a solid Steel Sword. In contrast, I held my Stone Greatsword.

"Hehehe. The Dragon Slayer Paladin uses a stone sword? I guess that’s a fitting weapon for killing the little lizards you find in the grass."

He smirked, mocking me. I was used to being the butt of the joke, but seeing him insult the weapon Yuri had specially crafted for me made my blood boil.

"Keep laughing while you still can," I muttered.

"Neither of you is allowed to cause a fatal injury," Marisa announced, setting the rules. "Anything else goes."

I took a deep breath and glared at my opponent.

"Begin!"

At Marisa’s signal, the mercenary lunged. He was fast—much faster than I was. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn't have been able to land a single blow.

But this sword changed everything. I didn't need to be precise.

I swung the massive blade in a wide arc, using the centrifugal force to create a defensive perimeter. Normally, swinging a Stone Greatsword this heavy would be impossible, but with my Superhuman Strength skill and my focus on Attack...

The heavy stone moved as lightly as a twig in my hands. The mercenary, shocked by my speed, desperately brought his Steel Sword up to parry.

However, the moment our blades met, the same thing happened as with the bandits.

"My... my Steel Sword? It snapped? You've got to be kidding me... It's made of stone!"

He stared at his broken hilt, his shoulders slumping in total defeat. Seeing him so dejected actually made me feel a bit guilty.

"Winner: the Dragon Slayer Paladin, Fritz-san!" Marisa proclaimed.

A cheer erupted from the crowd of spectators that had gathered while we were fighting.

"That was incredible, Fritz-san! I guess you really do need to be able to shear through steel to kill a Dragon."

"My sword..." the man moaned. "I went into debt for that blade..."

Feeling bad, I walked over to him. "Cheer up. I can introduce you to the person who made this weapon."

His eyes widened. "Really? But... I was making fun of you."

"The person who made this is looking for people to live in his territory. The more people I bring back, the happier he’ll be. Want me to take you there now?"

"Yes! Please!" He gripped my hand in a passionate handshake.

The surrounding mercenaries started shouting, wanting to join in as well.

"Alright! Let's all head out!"

"Not so fast," Marisa said, stepping in. "Fritz-san, you’re going to the Royal Capital first. I’ll have the carriage ready, so move it."

"But... I should guide them first—"

"That can wait."

She was about to shove me toward the capital when she paused, pulling another letter from her pocket.

"Also, there’s a letter addressed to someone named Yuri. Do you know who that is?"

"I do," I said immediately. "I’ll go get him right away. Just wait here!"

There is no way I’m going to the royal castle alone. If I’m going down, I’m dragging him with me!

With that thought in mind, I turned and sprinted back toward Alf Village, a small army of mercenaries following in my wake.
The Work of My Companions

I decided my first priority was to build temporary housing for the newcomers, Dozul and Rick.

That said, if I used magic, the job would be over in an instant...

"No more magic today," Fee said firmly.

My plans were immediately derailed.

"Why? I took a nice, long rest just now, didn't I?"

"Lord Yuri, you were using magic until the sun came up this morning. You still haven't rested enough."

"That isn’t true. My Magic Power has recovered completely."

"This is your punishment for being reckless. Now, you are going to rest. Leave today’s work to Fee and the others."

I found myself forced into a mandatory break. But is it really okay to leave everything to them? I couldn't shake a sliver of anxiety. Maybe if I just slip away and secretly—

"Rick-san is going to build the house. Fee was told to keep a close eye on you."

"A-Ahaha... I wasn't trying to use magic or anything, you know?"

"I haven't said anything yet."

I had definitely dug my own grave there.

"As I thought. Fee has to watch you."

"Alright, I get it. Fine. I’ll just watch Rick work from a distance. Is that okay?"

"Then I will allow it."

For some reason, I now required Fee’s permission for my every move, but seeing the new man, Rick, in action was a good opportunity. Reluctantly, I let Fee lead the way toward him.

By the time we arrived, Rick had already begun construction. It was a simple, log-house-style structure made by fitting timber together, but the progress was impressive.

"Rick, any problems?"

When I called out to ask if he found life in this territory inconvenient, he let out a strangled, silent gasp.

"...!?"

"Whoa, watch out!"

I used magic to levitate a log that Rick had nearly dropped on himself. Fee looked displeased at my use of magic, but since it was an emergency, she held her tongue.

"Careful. It’ll be a disaster if you drop one of those."

"S-S-Sorry..."

He was still incredibly nervous. When I cautioned him, he practically shrank into himself. Rick was supposed to be much larger than me, yet he somehow looked small.

"No, I’m the one who should apologize for shouting so suddenly."

He seemed so terribly apologetic that I actually started to feel guilty.

"N-No, it’s not..."

"So, you’re building the house already? You only just arrived. Aren't you tired?"

"Me... my only merit is my strength..."

"It certainly is incredible."

True to his race as a Kijin, his physical power was the real deal. It was a shame he couldn't fight, but that was just the way things were.

Name: Rick
Gender: Male Age: 25 Race: Kijin
Occupation: Farmer
Level: 12
HP: 113/113 (A)
MP: 5/5 (E)
Attack: 26 (A)
Defense: 13 (B)
Agility: 7 (D)
Magic Power: 3 (E)

[Skills]
Kind Heart: 10 (EX)
Farming: 3 (D)
Carpentry: 1 (E)

[Magic]
Earth: 1 (E)

As expected of a Kijin, his Attack value was higher than Fritz’s, and Fritz possessed the Superhuman Strength skill. However, what really caught my eye was a skill I had never seen in the original story. What on earth is this?

I focused on the skill name to pull up the details. I was thankful the system worked the same as it did in the game.

Kind Heart: A soul that values others. Because the user abhors violence, they cannot manifest their strength in combat, reducing all stats to one-tenth of their value. However, should a companion be harmed, that kindness explodes into a rage that triples all stats.

The multiplier for the buff seemed a bit low compared to how heavy the debuff was, but considering his base stats were already high, the end result would be monstrous. Still, I shouldn't force him to fight. The man said it himself—he doesn't want to.

More importantly, the fact that he had the Farming skill was a wonderful surprise. Though, for now, he was stuck with Carpentry duty...

"Is there anything I can help with? I can lend a hand."

"I’ll be fine... on my own."

He was probably right. Standing here talking to him was likely just getting in his way.

"If you need anything at all, just let me know."

"Understood."

I realized then that I didn't need to force myself to use magic for everything. I had to learn to rely on others. Perhaps that was the lesson Fee was trying to hammer into me.

With that thought in mind, I headed toward Dozul.



"Well, shall we go home?"

"That would be best," Fee agreed.

As soon as we spotted Dozul, we performed a crisp about-face to head back to our house.

"Wait, wait! Where are you going!?"

Dozul had spotted us.

"I just thought you looked busy."

"It’s because you won't teach me how to build this Mock Refrigerator!"

I didn't know if he’d taken it from Alan or not, but Dozul was currently nuzzling the refrigerated box I’d built. I felt bad for interfering—honestly, I just didn't want to get close to whatever that was—but he caught me anyway.

"I showed you how I made it, didn't I?"

"I cannot replicate something forged with such nonsensical magic!"

"Well, it wasn't exactly designed for mass production..."

The refrigerator had already been upgraded into a massive Freezer. If I showed him that, Dozul would probably crawl inside and never come out.

"More importantly, can you handle the Blacksmithing?"

"How can I smith without a smithy? While the merchant and the Kijin get things ready, I’ll be out gathering ore. I want to find iron, at the very least."

"I see... In that case, do you want to use this?"

I pulled out a Stone Pickaxe. Fee gave me a dubious look.

"You’re making things I don't know about again..."

"I-It just happened to turn out that way."

While I was desperately making excuses to Fee, Dozul took a massive swing at the ground with the Pickaxe. A hole opened up instantly, looking more like a pitfall trap than a mine.

"Ooh! Is this... a Legendary Pickaxe!?"

Dozul held the tool aloft, tears streaming down his face. He was definitely exaggerating, but that was Dozul for you.

"It’s just a Pickaxe. It’s made of stone, so don't get mad when it breaks, okay?"

"You call this a mere Pickaxe!? Do you think my eyes are made of glass!?"

"No, really, I just used stone and a Magic Stone..."

I was telling the literal truth, but he refused to believe me.

"Regardless! Even if you ask for this back, I’m not giving it! Do you hear me!?"

"Of course. Just use it to find us plenty of ore."

"Hyah-haaaa! I’m going to dig and dig until there’s nothing left to dig!"

Dozul sprinted off, cackling with the Pickaxe held high. I was a little disturbed by the sight, but if he was happy, I suppose I was too.



Rick and Dozul had only just arrived, but they seemed to be settling into the territory remarkably well.

"Well then, I think it’s about time I—"

"No."

"I didn't even say anything!"

"Lord Yuri was going to try to work again. Delegating to others is also the job of a Lord."

"But at least let me do the things only I can do."

The area inside the moat was becoming quite safe. Thanks to Rick handling the housing, I had the mental bandwidth to think about the town's infrastructure and defense. As for tools, Dozul would manage once the facilities were ready.

That left the most pressing issue: the installation of Water and Sewerage.

I wanted to draw water from the nearby river using a Water Pipe. It was something the Romans did, and with Stone Pipes, I could replicate it. The Sewerage followed the same logic. If I could establish those two systems, the town's living standards would skyrocket.

However, to do it right, I needed someone who could survey the land. I thought I might be able to wing it, but I wasn't an expert, and the fine details eluded me. I was starting to think about asking Alan to bring me some surveying equipment.

"What do you think, Fee? A well would work, but I’d rather have a full water supply system."

"Fee doesn't really understand, but wouldn't those cold boxes work?"

"Charging a Magic Stone with Magic Power? I mean, we could, but then Sasha or I would have to go to every single house every day to recharge them, right?"

"Is that how it works? Then no, that's no good."

"Exactly. I’ll have to be the one to make the Water Pipes with magic, but once they’re laid, anyone can use them. That’s why..."

"You will work hard on them starting tomorrow."

She was a brick wall. She wasn't going to let me use magic today, no matter what.

"Fine, fine. I’ll take my time with it."

Resigned, I turned to head home, but Fee suddenly stopped.

"Is something wrong?"

"Who's there!?" she barked.

I hadn't noticed a thing until she spoke, but now I felt it—a faint, lingering presence nearby. It was skillfully hidden, which meant it was highly unlikely to be an ally.

As if responding to Fee’s voice, a young man in jet-black clothes stepped out from the shadow of a building. He was a demon.

"Oh? I thought I had gone unnoticed, but it seems a beast’s nose is sharper than I anticipated."

The youth stopped suppressing his presence. In the next heartbeat, a wave of pressure hit me so hard I nearly recoiled.

"Who are you?"

"Forgive my late introduction. I am Sagesse, a Staff Officer of the Trismalis Demon Kingdom. Though, I suppose that is irrelevant to those about to disappear from this world."

Sagesse flashed a thin, cruel smile. He unsheathed his claws and vanished, lunging toward us in a blur of black—
The Defeated Demon

The reason Sagesse, a Staff Officer of the Trismalis Demon Kingdom, had traveled to Alf Village was to attend a clandestine meeting with a certain individual.

A few days before his arrival...

Sagesse had been summoned to a private room somewhere within the Kingdom. He was shown into a space decorated with such excessively gaudy ornaments that it felt oppressive. Across from him sat a masked man, his features hidden except for his mouth, while a butler stood silently by his side.

“So, you’re the Staff Officer of the Demon Lord’s Army? You look unexpectedly weak,” the man said.

Sagesse didn’t bother hiding his irritation. “Is this why you summoned me? If so, I hope you’re prepared for the consequences of wasting my time.”

“Now, now. There’s no need for that. I have a proposal that will benefit both of us.”

The man wore a persistent, mocking smirk that made Sagesse’s skin crawl.

“I’ve heard enough. I’m leaving.”

“Wait... What if I told you I was prepared to hand over half of the Kingdom’s territory?”

Sagesse froze, his hand already on the chair to push himself up. He doubted this man actually possessed such authority, and yet, there was a palpable pressure radiating from him that suggested he could actually make it happen.

“I’m listening,” Sagesse said, reseating himself.

The man began to outline his plan to destroy the Kingdom. In exchange for Sagesse’s assistance, he offered a contract to cede half of the land to the Demon Race. A contract forged through Dark Magic was absolute; should either party violate the terms, they would pay with their life.

“Why go to such lengths?” Sagesse asked.

“That is none of your concern. The only question is: will you cooperate, or not?”

“...Very well. I shall assist you.”

The man immediately produced a sheet of paper imbued with Magic Power. He signed it and slid it across the table. The terms were succinct: Cooperate until the fall of the Kingdom of Inraku, and in return, receive half of its territory.

A clause in the remarks section noted that neither party would reveal the other’s identity, even to their own allies. It was a standard enough precaution. After verifying the details, Sagesse added his signature. The document vanished in a burst of pale blue flames, sealing the pact.

“Now, for the details,” the man said. “But first, I need you to handle a small task for me.”

“And that is?”

“There is a man in the frontier region of Alf who has become an Uncertainty Factor. He’s the type who survives even when a Dragon is sent to kill him, simply because a Dragon Slayer ‘happened’ to be nearby. I suspect he has private ties to another nation. I want you to investigate him.”

“Is this really a matter that requires my personal attention?”

“I prefer to remain in the shadows for as long as possible—especially if I am to rule this Kingdom one day.”

“Fine,” Sagesse conceded. “I will investigate this frontier region myself. Is observation enough?”

“If the man, Yuri, makes a suspicious move, erase him. He is the greatest Uncertainty Factor in my plans.”

“Yuri. Understood.”



Thus, Sagesse had arrived in the frontier, strictly following the man’s instructions. He had told no one of his movements, driven by the secret ambition to claim the promised territory for himself and eventually declare himself the new Demon Lord.

The man, however, had ambitions of his own.

Once Sagesse was out of earshot, the masked man let out a low, mocking laugh. 

“Heh heh... This is why the Demon Race are so useful. They’re easily deceived and make for excellent pawns.”

“My lord, won’t that contract force you to actually surrender half the Kingdom?” the butler asked.

“A contract like that has plenty of loopholes. The fact that he didn’t notice them makes me wonder how he ever became a Staff Officer. He’s a fool.”

“Was it necessary to involve a Demon? The more pieces you move, the easier it is for others to notice.”

“I’m aware. But I’ve received reports that the Saint has joined forces with Yuri. I need to act before it’s too late.”

“I see. Impressive as always, young master.”

“Drop it. I’m too old for that title. However, if this Demon manages to survive, I’ll have to consider more permanent methods for Yuri. For now, I’ve given the fool a taste of sweet nectar. He won’t suspect I’m pulling the strings.”

“He will certainly be grateful, rather than suspicious. But still, why use the Demon Race at all?”

“I had a specific reason for inciting a Staff Officer of the Demon Kingdom. If he happens to be killed, what do you think happens next?”

“The frontier region borders the Demon Kingdom... Ah, I see. A skirmish would break out.”

“Exactly. They’ll destroy each other, and I won’t even have to get my hands dirty.”

The man pulled off his mask, his laughter echoing in the room. It was the eldest son, Knot Lousouth.

“With this, I can quietly eliminate one of my rivals for the succession. It seems luck is finally on my side. Hahaha!”

◇ ◆ ◇

“Huh? Where did he go?”

Fee stood there with her Dagger drawn, ready to face the Demon, but her target had vanished. He hadn’t actually disappeared, though; he had simply fallen into the hole Dozul had dug earlier without looking where he was going.

“W-What a clever trap...” the Demon’s voice drifted up from the darkness. “Even with my power, I didn’t sense it at all.”

Since he was a Demon capable of flight, falling into a hole probably wasn't much of a setback for him. 

“But a hole of this depth is nothing! I can easily fly—”

This guy sounds like he’s going to talk for a long time.

I watched him for a second before using my magic to seal the entrance of the hole with a massive boulder.

“Umm... that’s a little pitiful, isn’t it?” Fee asked, looking conflicted.

“Maybe, but why should I stand around and wait for a guy who declared himself my enemy to attack us?”

“I mean, you’re right, but...” 

Fee looked genuinely apologetic for the guy. But he was a Demon. I knew a single rock wasn't going to hold him for long. Sure enough, cracks spread across the boulder, and a second later, it shattered into dust.

“To ignore a man’s speech like that... You really are as cold-blooded as a Demon,” Sagesse hissed as he emerged.

“Hup!” 

Gofuh!

I slammed another boulder into him before he could fully climb out. He plummeted back into the darkness.

“I haven’t gained any Experience Points yet, so he’s still alive,” I noted.

“Yuri-sama...” 

Fee was giving me a very cold look. What? Isn’t it standard tactics to attack an enemy while their guard is down?

The second rock shattered as well. When Sagesse reappeared this time, he looked significantly more worse for wear. Maybe he’s ready to talk now.

“Such a ruthless Attack... You truly are a model of demonic behavior,” he wheezed.

“Save it. Who sent you?”

I didn't recognize the name Sagesse, but I knew the Demon Race’s role in the original story. They were the ones who kidnapped people and tried to incite a civil war in the Kingdom of Inraku. In the end, they were just puppets handled by my father, Balan, and were eventually wiped out along with their country by the protagonists. They were a pretty tragic bunch.

Given that, I figured my father had sent him to spy on me—or assassinate me.

When Sagesse saw me channeling Magic Power into my hand again, he seemed to resign himself. “Sent? No, I wasn’t sent by anyone.”

“...Are you serious?” 

It was a blatant lie. But he said it so naturally that for a split second, I wondered if he was telling the truth.

“Then why are you here?”

“A border village was being developed for no apparent reason. It’s only natural for us to investigate, isn’t it?”

“You did a lot more than ‘investigate’ when you attacked us,” I pointed out.

“I thought it best to eliminate a potential enemy of the Demon Kingdom early on. However, I’m impressed. Your strategic mind far exceeds my expectations. To think you’ve even turned your own territory into a minefield of traps in anticipation of an invasion.”

“A-Ah, well. You never know what might happen,” I said.

It was a total coincidence, but I wasn't about to tell him that. He might still be one of my father’s pawns.

“Anyway, do you still intend to attack us? If so, I’m happy to continue.”

I glared at him. Sagesse turned pale and shook his head vigorously. 

“No. I’ve realized it would be much wiser to maintain a friendly relationship with you. I shall take my leave for today, and I’ll be sure to make amends for this misunderstanding later.”

Sagesse gave a polite bow and prepared to fly off. But as he turned, he shot a quick, predatory smile toward Fee. 

I didn't like that. I dropped another boulder on him.

“Guha?!”

Caught completely off-guard, Sagesse failed to mount a Defense. The rock hit him squarely, and he plummeted back down, his strength finally failing him.

“Oh. I actually beat him.”

“W-Why did you do that?!” Fee shouted. “He said he didn't want to fight anymore!”

“Why? Because that guy was definitely looking for a chance to take you hostage. If someone’s an enemy, you can’t show them mercy.”

“R-Really? I didn’t notice at all...”

It was clear now that people were starting to target me in earnest. I need to prioritize the territory’s defenses, I thought as I looked at the wreckage.
Waterworks Construction

The next day, with the ban on magic finally lifted, I dove headfirst into constructing the waterworks. I could finally use my power to my heart’s content.

"Honestly. You were using it yesterday anyway, and here you are again today."

Fee’s expression was one of pure exasperation as she trailed behind me to keep watch. For some reason, Sasha had tagged along as well. For me, however, this was a stroke of luck. Sasha possessed a specific skill that I desperately needed right now.

Name: Sasha Lousouth
Gender: Female
Age: 8
Race: Human
Occupation: Second Daughter of a Duke
Level: 3
HP: 16/16 (D)
MP: 32/32 (B)
Attack: 4 (D)
Defense: 3 (D)
Agility: 8 (B)
Magic Power: 12 (A)

【Skills】
Leveling: 1 (B) | Stealth: 1 (D) | Command: 1 (C)

【Magic】
Water: 1 (C) | Earth: 1 (C) | Dark: 2 (B)

Leveling was a skill that allowed the user to measure slopes to ensure water flowed correctly. It was, quite literally, an essential requirement for laying Sewerage and water lines in a town. I hadn't expected it to actually exist as a formal skill. I’d been prepared to just eyeball the gradients and hope for the best, but if the skill was available, I absolutely wanted to utilize it.

"Big brother, why are you digging all these holes?"

"I'm planning to pull a water supply into the town. From your perspective, Sasha, does this trench look like it has the right gradient for the water to flow?"

"Hmm, I wonder? It’s not very deep yet, so it’s hard to tell."

"I see. I’ll have to put a bit more effort into it, then."

Invoking Earth Magic, I repeatedly opened pitfalls in the ground, shaping them into a continuous channel. Naturally, I didn’t intend to let the water run through an open trench; I planned to bury Water Pipes and have the water flow through those. If the water ran along the surface, there was a constant risk of Monsters fouling the supply or impurities contaminating it. This was the only way to ensure the water remained safe for consumption.

The source was a lake situated further upstream. The Village Head and the others had apparently never ventured that far, but if you followed the river, you eventually hit a massive body of water. There had been Monsters lurking in the area previously, but they had all gone into hiding following the recent stampede. Drawing the line from there to our territory was the most logical move.

"Big brother, do you really have to dig all of this with magic?"

"If I have your help, Sasha, we could probably manage the digging manually. But for now, I’m the only one who can produce the actual Water Pipes, and I want to monitor the progress myself while we're starting out."

"I understand. If there's anything I can do, just say the word."

"Fee wants to help too!"

Both of them were eager to cooperate, which was heartening. However, there really wasn't that much for them to do yet.

"In that case, Sasha, I want you to focus on special training for your Leveling skill. Fee, can you keep a lookout for any threats in the area?"

"Understood!"

"Leave it to me!"

With my two motivated assistants by my side, I threw myself into the construction work.



Nearly a month had passed since we broke ground. 

Halfway through the project, Rick and the Village Head finished the temporary housing and joined the effort. With their help, the waterworks were completed much faster than I had anticipated. Seeing the clean water finally flowing through the territory filled me with a profound sense of accomplishment.

I was so moved by the sight of readily available water that I impulsively built a fountain in the center of the settlement. Fee looked at me like I’d lost my mind, but I considered it a justified indulgence.

"Still, I’m amazed at how much of a difference those Anti-Earth Shovels made. Even the Village Head and his men became a significant labor force."

One of the biggest reasons we finished so quickly was that I no longer had to do all the digging myself. Rick had taken the lead, but the rest of the villagers had carved through the earth at a staggering pace. Because of them, I spent the latter half of the month doing nothing but manifesting Water Pipes.

Dozul had watched the pipes I made with intense interest, but since his forge wasn't fully set up yet, he’d resigned himself to manual excavation for the time being.

Sasha, meanwhile, had improved at a terrifying rate. She was now laying pipes across the territory on her own without any instructions from me. It was her idea to install Settling Tanks to filter out debris and to place Water Storage Tanks at strategic intervals. When it came to hydraulic engineering, she had already surpassed me. Apparently, she was already moving on to the installation of Sewer Pipes. If we could get the Sewerage system fully operational, the risk of infectious diseases would plummet. I was more than happy to let her take the lead on that.

"But now I’ve run out of things to do..."

As long as I supplied the pipes, Sasha handled the rest of the construction herself.

"Don't just stand there with your hands idle. Everyone wants you to take a rest, Yuri-sama."

"Everyone worked hard to get this water running. It’s my job to make sure we can use it to its full potential."

As I spoke, I began working on a Public Bathhouse. A soak is the only way to truly recover after a long day of labor, but in this world, water was a luxury usually reserved for wealthy nobles. Now that we had a stable supply, we could bathe without fear of a shortage. I kept my Magic Power moving, shaping the structure even as I chatted with Fee.

I designed it with separate sections for men and women, including large communal baths, saunas, and even outdoor baths. To create the right atmosphere, I’d harvested some large trees for timber. I intended to use Magic Stones as the primary fuel, but I also included wood-burning heaters just in case we ran out of people capable of manipulating Magic Power.

"Yuri-sama, what is this place...?"

"It’s a Public Bathhouse. Everyone has been working so hard; I wanted a place where they could wash away the exhaustion."

That was the official reason, anyway. The truth was that I just really wanted to take a bath myself.

"I see! As your attendant, Fee will wash your back, Yuri-sama!"

I looked at the enthusiastic girl and sighed. "Men and women bathe separately, Fee."

"That’s wrong!" she shouted, her face twisting into a pout.

"It’s common sense. It’s not just me in there; everyone else will be using it too."

"Fine! I understand!"

For a moment, I thought she was being surprisingly reasonable. I was wrong.

"Fee will just have to defeat any other intruders who try to enter the bath!"

"You absolutely will not! No 'defeating' people!"

I made sure to give her a firm warning, knowing she might actually follow through. She slumped, looking thoroughly depressed.

"Look, I'm going to test the water now. Why don't you try it out? It’ll feel great."

"Okay..."



Once the tubs were filled, I eased myself into the large communal bath.

"Phew... the temperature is perfect."

I could feel the fatigue of weeks of non-stop labor melting away into the hot water. 

"It really does feel wonderful."

Fee’s voice drifted over from the women’s side. I was glad she liked it.

"It really is. I feel like I could stay soaked in here forever."

"Right? ...Wait, what?"

The voice had come from right next to me. A woman's voice. I snapped my head around. Sitting right there in the water beside me was the Saint, Emilina. I thought I’d never see her again after she took that Dragon back to the Royal Capital. Why the hell was she here?

"W-Why are you here!?"

"I've come to grant your wish, Yuri-sama."

"My wish?"

My wish is to live a peaceful, independent life without ever interacting with the characters from the original story. As long as Emilina—the Saint and a core member of the protagonist’s party—was sitting in my bathtub, that wish was effectively dead. 

Wait. Maybe she was here to say a final goodbye?

"I see. So this is it. Well, take care of yourself. I doubt we’ll meet again."

"Why are you making this sound like an eternal farewell?! That’s not it! Didn't you ask me to find people who wanted to move to this territory?"

"Now that you mention it, I did. But how does that lead to you being in the men's bath, Emilina?"

"I went around asking after I left, but I couldn't find a single person willing to come here. It was as if they had all been ordered in advance to refuse..."

I tightened my jaw. It sounded like something my father would do. He was likely trying to isolate me. It made the people I did have all the more precious.

"And so, I thought to myself: if I need to bring someone who wants to go... couldn't that person just be me?"

"...What are you talking about?"

"D-Don't look at me like that..."

Emilina covered her eyes and started to sob. Ugh. A wave of guilt washed over me for making a girl cry. My voice caught in my throat. But I couldn't let her stay. If a main character settled here, it was only a matter of time before some 'ruin flag' triggered and destroyed everything.

As I sat there agonizing over how to kick her out, Emilina suddenly giggled.

"I’m joking. I have my duties at the Church, so I can't actually stay here forever."

"...Don't scare me like that. So, what is your actual business here?"

"There is a child I need you to look after. It’s becoming a bit dangerous for them in the Royal Capital, so I’ve brought them here for safety..."

"I see. If that's the case, I don't mind."

I felt a wave of relief. If it was someone the Saint trusted, I didn't have to worry about them being a pawn for the Mastermind. I gave my consent immediately. That was my first mistake.

"Thank you so much!"

"So, what kind of child is it?"

"Yes! It’s the Hero!"

"...What?"

The person the Saint had brought to my doorstep was the Hero—the one individual in this world I needed to avoid at all costs.
The Hero Appears?

The one destined to be appointed as the Hero was a commoner boy named Lucas.

As the protagonist of the original story, his journey was meant to begin a few days before the start of the game. He would be suddenly named the new Hero and sent to an academy for nobles.

That’s right—he isn't supposed to be chosen for another five years.

If that was the case, why was there a Hero here now? 

Could the announcement have been made right before the game's start, while the Church had already known his identity internally?

No matter how much I turned it over in my head, the pieces didn't fit. I had no choice but to dig for details.

And yet, of all the characters in the original story, the protagonist was the most dangerous one to encounter. A part of me didn't want to hear another word. It felt as though I was taking a deliberate step toward my own ruin.

No, it’s too late for that. I already agreed to take them in.

If I was committed, the least I could do was gather information. After a long internal struggle, I finally reached a conclusion. One glaring question remained, however.

"Where is this 'crucial' Hero, exactly?"

"Oh my. Are you not satisfied with just me, Yuri-sama? Do you intend to sink your poisonous fangs into the Hero as well?"

"...I don’t recall sinking my fangs into you, Emilina. And besides—"

I started to say that I had no intention of preying on a man, but I bit my tongue. At this stage, it would be suspicious if I already knew the Hero’s gender or identity.

"Is something the matter?" Emilina asked, her voice dripping with a smile.

Is it just me, or do her eyes look completely cold?

"No, it's nothing. More importantly, how long do you plan on staying here while leaving the Hero unattended?"

"It’s quite alright. The Hero is currently enjoying the bath as well. Isn't that right, Hero-sama?"

As soon as Emilina spoke, a voice drifted over from the other side of the wall.

"Emilina, this is amazing! There’s a cute Beastman girl here!"

"Yu-Yuri-sama! There’s... there’s a strange kid here... H-help me..."

I never imagined the Hero would charge straight into the women’s bath. I knew the "unintentional pervert" trope was a staple for protagonists, but for a Hero to so boldly invade the women’s side and corner Fee...

"Tch. Hang on, I'm coming!"

Clicking my tongue, I threw on a towel and sprinted toward the women’s bath to rescue Fee.

"Good luck~" Emilina called out, waving me off for some reason.



"Are you okay, Fee?!"

"Ah, Yuri-sama!"

Teary-eyed, Fee scrambled to hide behind my back.

"What the hell do you think you’re doing, Hero?!"

A thick white mist obscured half the figure, but the silhouette confirmed someone was there.

"Eh? I was just trying to make friends."

Behind me, Fee shook her head with desperate intensity.

"You’ve got some nerve trying to lay a hand on my Fee. Hero or not, I’ll make sure you regret this!"

"Yuri-sama..." Fee whispered.

In the game, Lucas possessed a "universal" Aptitude. Once he grew, he became an unstoppable force. However, before entering the academy, he was naturally Level 1. Right now, the advantage was still mine.

I glared through the steam, but as the outline of the figure gradually sharpened, I realized something was wrong. This wasn't Lucas.

"...Huh?"

"Eh?"

As my eyes adjusted, I saw a girl with chestnut hair. Though her curves were more modest than Emilina’s, she possessed a distinctly feminine physique.

"KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"

"S-Sorry!"

I turned tail and bolted out of the women’s bath.



By the time I finished dressing and stepped out, Fee was glued to my back. Opposite us stood a smiling Emilina and a girl—the self-proclaimed Hero—whose face was flushed bright red as she stared pointedly at the floor.

"My, you’ve become close friends already. They do say there’s no better way to bond than soaking in the same tub."

"Who’s friends with him/her?!" 

Our voices harmonized perfectly in our outrage, which only made Emilina laugh harder.

"See? Perfectly in sync."

"...Enough. More importantly—"

I turned my attention back to the "Hero." She was a girl I had never seen before in the game. Are there multiple Heroes? I couldn't just ask, though. To know that a Hero named Lucas was supposed to exist would be suspicious beyond belief. To avoid Emilina’s scrutiny, I had to play the part of the ignorant Lord.

"Returning to the earlier topic... why are you sheltering the Hero?"

"Exactly! Hiding doesn't suit my nature at all," the girl chimed in.

Hiding? So she’s being targeted?

"Actually, the Hero-sama has been targeted by unknown assailants recently," Emilina explained. "We managed to drive the bandits off, but we feared for her safety. That is why I brought her to this secure territory."

"I told you I’d be fine! Besides, what’s so safe about this place? If anything, I’m a sitting duck here."

"Well, it was a ruined village until about a month ago," I admitted.

"Yes, but Yuri-sama is going to transform this place into a fortress soon. Right?" Emilina turned her gaze toward me, her smile widening.

I certainly planned to, but I had no idea how she knew that.

"Do I get a say in this?"

"Yuri-sama... you did see me naked earlier, didn't you?"

"...I was seen, too," the girl added.

I knew it. That incident in the bath was a total setup.

"Setting the Hero aside, Emilina, yours was completely intentional."

"Uu... I might never be able to get a husband now..."

"...Save it."

My heart nearly wavered at her fake sobbing, but her acting was so transparently bad that she had to be doing it on purpose. Still, if this girl wasn't a character from the original story, then taking her in shouldn't trigger any "doom flags." 

But that left the question of the protagonist's whereabouts. If there were multiple Heroes, that was one thing, but the game never mentioned such a possibility. It was more likely that this girl was destined to die before the game even began, leading the Church to appoint Lucas as the new Hero. Her fleeing here only reinforced that theory.

Wait. Doesn't that mean this entire territory is going to be targeted by whoever is supposed to kill her?

"...Do you know who these 'bandits' are? My defenses here are specialized against Monsters."

"It will be fine," Emilina assured me. "The Hero-sama will assist with the territory’s defense."

"Eh!?" The girl looked genuinely shocked by that declaration.

"Don't bother. I don't need 'help' that just creates more work for me."

"Wha—!?" Now she looked insulted.

Heroes were powerhouses once they developed, but in the early stages, they were usually "jacks-of-all-trades" who were mediocre at everything.

"I-I can at least fight the Demon Race! ...Probably."

"Sigh... I told you not to mention that yet, Hero-sama. Yuri-sama hasn't fully consented."

"S-sorry, Emilina."

The girl slumped, properly chastised. She seemed far too honest to be any good at scheming.

"The Demon Race... So the opponent is the Trismalis Demon Kingdom. I suppose it makes sense they’d want to assassinate a Hero, considering their King was slain by one in the past."

"Precisely. A small but elite group of demons attacked us. Their leader called himself a Demon Kingdom Executive... the Staff Officer, Sagesse. If he returns—"

Sagesse? The demon who showed up here the other day? 

So he was hiding something. But wait...

"If you mean Sagesse, I already killed him."

"Eh?" Emilina blinked. "W-what did you just say?"

"A demon named Sagesse happened to wander into my territory. He looked suspicious, so I took him out."

"L-lies... Someone like you defeated a Demon Kingdom Executive?" The Hero’s mouth hung open.

"I don't have proof, so believe what you want."

"I believe you," Emilina said instantly. "There would be no point in you telling such a lie, Yuri-sama."

"Right. Well, since the man targeting the Hero is already dead, there’s no reason for her to stay here, is there?"

"That is true. The immediate threat is gone... so, what will you do, Hero-sama?"

"...I'll stay," the girl whispered, looking at the floor.

"I see. Well, have a safe trip home."

"N-No! I meant I’m staying here! Could you... could you teach me how you defeated that demon?"

I let out a long, weary sigh before giving a reluctant nod.

"Fine. I’ll give you some Training (Construction) so you can use the same methods I used against the Demon Race. Sound fair?"

"Yes! Thank you!"

"I want Yuri-sama to teach Fee, too."

"Hmm. I’m not sure how far you’ll get, Fee, but are you sure?"

"I’m sure."

"Alright then. Starting tomorrow, the two of you begin Training (Construction)!"

I would train them to use Earth Magic to create pitfalls and hurl massive boulders. Which, effectively, meant I could use them as free labor to build the castle walls. I allowed myself a small, wicked grin. The Hero didn't notice.

"I'll introduce myself again. I'm Hero Emma. Nice to meet you!"

"I’m the Lord of this region, Yuri Lousouth. And this is Fee. Welcome."

I gave Emma a firm handshake. Suddenly, Emilina placed her hand on top of ours.

"And I am Saint Emilina."

"I know."

"Mm-hm."

"Fee is joining, too." 

Fee piled her hand on top of Emilina's.

"Well, you’ve had a long day. Get some rest. I’m going to put you through hellish training tomorrow."

"Yeah! I’ll do my best!" Emma shouted.

"Fee will do her best, too!"

"Then I suppose I shall do my best as well," Emilina added.

"No, Emilina, you can go back to the Church."

My dismissal was completely ignored. For some reason, the four of us were now set to begin Training (Construction) together.
Chapter 21

City Wall Construction (Training)

The next day, for some reason, I arrived at the planned construction site for the city wall, accompanied by Hero Emma, who was carrying a sword, and the usual pair, Fee and Emilina.

I spread out a map so they could see it.

"This is... a map of the area around this village, isn't it?"

Even though she had only glanced at it, Emilina seemed to immediately understand that it was a map of this entire region.

"That’s right. And this area circled here is the planned construction site for the city wall."

"I-I see?"

As Emma listened to the explanation, she tilted her head, wondering why we were talking about this now.

"Um, we’re going to do some special training now, right?"

"Of course. I’m going to have you do some solid construction (training), after all."

"Right. Ahaha. For a second, I thought you were going to make us build a city wall."

"We are building a city wall, you know?"

Using the stones on the ground, I used magic to build a part of the city wall all at once.

That said, the limit for a single cast was about one meter in width, so it was a rather daunting task.

I hadn't just set it to cover the village; I had set it to be quite wide, assuming the territory would expand.

Even if it was something I didn't know when I’d finish alone, it seemed like it would end quickly with four people.

"Eh!?"

"Well, it's something like this. Now, you try."

"Um... regarding the city wall, instead of making fences out of wood or something, are we going to do it out of stone right away? And in an instant, too..."

Emilina asked while looking surprised.

"The enemies I'm assuming are monsters. If it's wood, it'll be easily destroyed. Besides, we don't know when Emma might be attacked, right? Then this way is faster than building it slowly with manual labor."

"But what if we’re attacked while building it?"

"That’s already covered by the moat that one of my companions dug. It’s surprisingly effective if the opponent is a monster."

In fact, that was how we defeated the pack of Wolves that tried to attack this place—with a giant hole.

And Emilina seemed to be convinced by that explanation.

"I’ll try it right away!"

Fee made fists with both hands, fired herself up, and began building the city wall.

However, Fee's Earth Magic aptitude is on the lower side.

What she produced was a tiny pile of sand, like something a child would make in a sandbox.

"It's difficult."

"That’s right, magic Levels won't go up very easily unless you keep at it."

"I'll do my best!"

That's one person dropped from the workforce...

While thinking fondly of Fee as she made little sand piles one after another, I looked toward Emma, who I expected would be part of the workforce.

Emma was also making a pile of sand, just like Fee.

However, the moment our eyes met, her face turned bright red, and she hurriedly hid the sand pile behind her back.

"T-This is practice, okay!?"

"Yeah, I know..."

Come to think of it, I hadn't looked at Emma's abilities yet.

I had vaguely predicted that she might have the same abilities as the protagonist, but she might not have that much versatility.

Name: Emma
Gender: Female  Age: 12  Race: Human
Job: Hero
Level: 1
HP: 26/26 (B)
MP: 12/15 (B)
Attack: 4 (B)
Defense: 3 (C)
Agility: 4 (B)
Magic Power: 4 (B)

[Skills]
Swordsmanship: 1 (C)  Surveying: 1 (D)  Spirit Magic: 1 (B)  Courage: 1 (S)

[Magic]
Fire: 1 (C)  Water: 1 (B)  Earth: 1 (E)  Wind: 1 (C)  Light: 1 (S)

When I checked, she had the kind of versatility expected of a Hero, but for some reason, only her Earth aptitude was significantly low.

Since I was making her do something she was bad at, it was only natural that it wouldn't go well.

With that, another person dropped from the workforce...

Now there’s Emilina, but...

"I cannot use Earth Magic."

"Right..."

She couldn't use it in the original game either, so hope was slim, and it turned out as expected.

Name: Emilina
Gender: Female  Age: 13  Race: Human
Job: Saint
Level: 8
HP: 38/38 (D)
MP: 60/60 (S)
Attack: 20 (B+)
Defense: 2 (E)
Agility: 5 (D)
Magic Power: 18 (A)

[Skills]
Superhuman Strength: 2 (B)  Surveying: 3 (B)  Abundance: 2 (B)  Oracle: 2 (S)

[Magic]
Water: 3 (S)  Light: 3 (S)

Emilina is a Saint specialized in Water and Light.
I already knew she couldn't use Earth Magic.

In other words, it turns out that I am indeed the only one who can build the city wall.

"It can't be helped. I'll keep building the city wall, so could you three build the roads within the territory instead?"

Having finished my Appraisal, I spoke to the three of them.

However, Emma's mouth was hanging wide open.

"W-What was that just now!? Your eyes were glowing red!? That was so cool!?"

She asked with her eyes sparkling.

"...It was nothing."

"You were definitely doing something!? Just what—"

"More importantly, Emilina, can I leave it to you if I give instructions on where to build the roads?"

"I understand. If it is for Lord Yuri's sake, I do not mind."

Emilina nodded with a smile.

She's a very scary person to be indebted to, but in this case, I have the leverage of protecting the Hero Emma.

"This is for Emma."

I handed a Shovel to Emma.

"What's this?"

"As you can see, it's a Shovel."

"I don't mean it like that!? What do I use this for?"

"A Shovel is a tool for digging soil, you know? Have you never used one?"

"I know that part already!? We're supposed to be training our magic, right? So why are we digging holes? That’s what I’m asking."

"That’s because I want you to cooperate with Emilina to build roads."

Since it seemed I had no choice but to build the city wall bit by bit myself, I lectured them on how to build a road as a trial.

First, dig a large trench.
Next, create layers made of Mortar and sand, a layer of stone, a layer of Gravel, and a layer of sand. After having them also put in Magic Stones that had been drawn into threads, the final step is to fill it with soil and place Paving Stones.

If I did it, it would be instantaneous with magic, but it probably wouldn't go that easily for them.

"I thought starting with a city wall was too high in difficulty. If it’s just laying things out, even the current Fee or Emma should be able to do it, right?"

"I-I see...?"

"Also, please raise the center slightly to make it convex. That way, water won't collect on it."

"Um, is it necessary to go that far?"

Emilina asked.

"Moving around will be easier if things are properly maintained, won't it?"

"That is certainly true, but this is a Frontier Region..."

"It doesn't change the fact that it's my territory, you know? Then it's my job to make it easy for the residents to live here, isn't it?"

"...I understand. Then, we will start by building the roads of the territory. Should we start by making a cross shape with the Fountain at the center?"

"That’s right. I’ll leave it to you."

"Then we will go with that for today. I will come to consult with you about the details again in the evening."

With a bright smile, Emilina took Fee and Emma and began the road construction.

After seeing them off, I resumed building the city wall.

"Wait, what about the special training!?"

It was over half a day later when Emma, who had been led away by Emilina, finally remembered that—

◇ ◇ ◇

Building the city wall seemed to consume a surprising amount of Magic Power, and by the time the sun began to set, I was lying on top of my futon.

"I'm tired..."

As expected, it seemed to be a monumental task, and I didn't think it would be finished in a month or two.

Even so, it was a necessary task, so I had no choice but to continue.

"Lord Yuri, are you okay?"

Fee asked anxiously.

"No problem. I just overused my Magic Power like usual, so I'll be fine if I rest."

"...I told you to be so careful about overusing it."

"It's fine. I'll be careful starting tomorrow."

"You always say that."

"More importantly, how was Emilina?"

"Hmm, even from Fee's perspective, she was working seriously."

"I see..."

I believe her claim about protecting the Hero is true, but honestly, I can't read what she's thinking or planning at all.

That's exactly why I had Fee accompany them.

I thought she might take some kind of action if I wasn't around, but that doesn't seem to be the case.

Well, since she knows Fee is my attendant, she probably won't do anything suspicious.

"I’ll be counting on you to continue from tomorrow as well."

"Understood. But, if you do anything too reckless, Fee will go back to monitoring Lord Yuri."

"It’s okay. I just didn't know the right balance today; it won't be like that from tomorrow."

"...You've been saying the same thing the whole time. You've never kept that promise."

She gave me a dead-eyed stare.

Since time is limited, it can't be helped.
It's much better than regretting not doing what I can do now.

Just then, there was a knock on the door of the hut.

"I'm in."

"That's good then. May I intrude?"

The voice belonged to Emilina.

There wasn't anything particularly secret that needed hiding in this temporary hut.

"I don't mind."

"Then, excuse me."

Emilina, who entered the room, had slightly damp hair as if she had just finished a bath, and was dressed unusually lightly.

"...I think going into a man's room dressed like that is a bit much, don't you?"

"Are you going to do something to me?"

She placed a finger on her lips and gave me a slight upward glance.

The gesture could be seen as seductive, but to me, it looked more like she was plotting something.

"As if I would. More importantly, how's the progress?"

"You're quite the cold person, aren't you? May I borrow the map?"

When I spread out the map I had shown them during the day, Emilina traced a part of it with her finger.

"We progressed this far today."

As expected, partly due to the aptitudes involved, it didn't seem to be progressing as desired.

It might be better than nothing that they made even a little progress.

"It’s more than I imagined. Can I count on you to keep that pace?"

"How should we proceed with things other than the cross-shaped road?"

"Basically, I plan to build them in a grid pattern. It looks cleaner than making unnecessarily winding roads. Also, I plan to have rivers flowing here and there."

"I understand. I will leave that to you."

"By the way, how long do you plan to stay here this time? You said you couldn't stay forever, didn't you?"

"That’s true... wouldn't you be in trouble if I left?"

"No, I think there are people I can leave it to, so you can go back whenever you want."

"...That sounds somewhat like you want me to go home quickly."

The Surveying Emilina is in charge of can, in the worst-case scenario, be handed over to Emma.

Though Emilina’s aptitude is far superior—

When it comes to the original game characters, I really don't know what they might pull.

In the sense that there’s a possibility they might threaten the peace, I couldn't say I wanted them to overstay their welcome.

"...That's not true."

"Why are you looking away?"

"It's your imagination."

"Come to think of it, how much of the city wall has Lord Yuri built?"

"I've done from about here to here."

I’ve been prioritizing the side the Demon Race attacked from and building it with a fair amount of strength, so the progress isn't very fast.

However, from Emilina's perspective, it seemed to be surprising progress.

"That's amazing... it looks like the city wall will be completed in about a month..."

"Once the city wall is done, I plan to build a moat around it again and let water flow through. If we go this far, it should be able to withstand a certain amount of attack."

"That is certainly true. However, it is a waste to have such high defense when the number of people who can live inside is only on the scale of a hundred."

Emilina's point was valid.

Eventually, I plan to expand it much wider, but for this time, I’m prioritizing providing defensive power first.

Besides, I didn't think the population would increase so suddenly in this Frontier Region.

"I'll think about it eventually. It’s hard to imagine the population increasing all of a sudden, right?"

"That might be a slightly naive way of thinking, you know?"

"...What do you mean by that?"

"Well, that’s a secret."

Emilina wore a smile as if she had successfully teased me.

"Well then, I shall take my leave now."

"Wait. Tell me more about what you just said—"

However, Emilina left without saying anything more.

And it was a month later, when the city wall was completed, that I understood what she meant.

◇ ◇ ◇

Having finally completed the city wall, I was moving on to detailed work, such as using the Magic Stones laid in the roads to put up streetlights and building bridges where the rivers ran.

Then, a loud voice suddenly echoed from outside the city wall.

"W-What is thiiiiiiis!?"

The voice belonged to Fritz, who had gone to the Town of Nest to report the completion of a request.

At that nostalgic voice, Fee and I hurriedly ran over to find Fritz arriving with a group of mercenaries.

Furthermore, that wasn't all; figures could also be seen coming from the direction of the Royal Capital.

"Hey, Meat-Bro! Just like you told us, we all came together!"

Those figures were the orphans I had bought meat for back in the Royal Capital.

"You guys, why are you here...?"

"Toilet Emina told us. Just like you told us, we all came together!"

The boy wore a proud smile.

And so, my territory, which had only about ten people, suddenly increased its population to nearly fifty—.
Communal Housing

The sudden spike in our population made me want to clutch my head in my hands. 

However, seeing the smile playing on Emilina’s lips, it wasn't hard to guess that she was the one behind these boys appearing here.

“Emilina, what on earth were you thinking? If they’d run into danger on the way here...”

“It is quite alright. Just as you instructed, Lord Yuri, these children have been diligently training every day. By now, they possess strength comparable to apprentice mercenaries.”

“Even so...”

“You were the one who said it, weren't you, Lord Yuri? That we were short on manpower.”

“I did say that, but...”

“Besides, I did make sure to ask if they actually wanted to come. Though, originally, I’d been moving forward with a plan to build an orphanage,” Emilina said, her expression shifting into a wry smile.

The orphanage plan in the Royal Capital is gone? Isn't that a problem?

In the game’s timeline, there was an event called the Great Orphan Riot which led to Knot of the Lousouth House getting arrested. In that scenario, he had declared the Saint’s orphanage a waste of money and conspired with the Demon Race to destroy it. The protagonists eventually exposed his villainy, and Knot was hauled away.

Actually, maybe it doesn't matter. Knot was the most careless member of the family; he’d left behind mountains of evidence for his crimes regardless of the specific event. Even if one plot point vanished, he’d likely find another way to get himself caught.

“Does this mean you’re planning to build an orphanage in my territory instead?”

“Not exactly. After all, every one of them is ready to serve as part of our workforce.”

Their aptitude was certainly higher than Fee’s, but they were still essentially mob characters; their numbers weren't exceptionally high.

Name: Al
Gender: Male / Age: 11 / Race: Human
Occupation: Orphan
Level: 5
HP: 45/45 (C)
MP: 3/3 (E)
Attack: 9 (D)
Defense: 3 (E)
Agility: 6 (D)
Magic Power: 1 (E)
【Skills】
Search: 2 (C) / Command: 5 (A)
【Magic】
Fire: 1 (E)

Wait... did his skills increase?

When I’d looked him over before, I hadn't seen any notable abilities and had brushed him off. I was sure he’d only possessed Search back then. Now, for some reason, Command had been added to the list. 

Furthermore, his aptitude was surprisingly high. While his other stats were mediocre, he clearly possessed a gift for leading others.

“Well? What do you think?” Emilina asked, smiling happily. She seemed to have realized I was using Appraisal to check their status.

“You're right. With abilities like these, they’ll be a huge help.”

“R-Really, Meat Big Bro?!”

“Don’t call me ‘Meat Big Bro.’ I am Yuri Lousouth, the Lord of this territory.”

“Oh, the Fisherman Yuri Big Bro! I’m Al!”

He misheard “Lord” as “Fisherman” with such staggering confidence that Fee began to hover nearby, looking flustered and anxious. It was possible these linguistic blunders weren't intentional; he likely didn't know the actual meaning of the words and was simply substituting them with terms he understood.

“Fine, you can keep calling me what you want.”

“Yeah! Thanks, Meat Big Bro!” Al beamed.

“Still, this many people all at once... this is a headache.”

This had happened just as I thought I could finally start repairing the existing houses. I’d build them individual homes eventually, but for now, they’d have to endure Communal Housing. It wasn't just the orphans, either; I needed to build something for the mercenaries. Since I wasn't sure if they intended to settle here permanently, an inn-style setup seemed best.

“Sigh... I just hope I have enough Magic Power. Fee, can you get everyone to help you haul the materials from the warehouse?”

“Understood-no! Fritz, come this way-no!”

“W-Wait a second! I’m still talking to Yuri—!”

Fritz clearly had more physical strength, yet Fee dragged him away effortlessly. The other mercenaries followed in their wake. Once they were gone, I began planning the Communal Housing while listening to the children’s requests.

There were fifteen children in total. For Al, who would be managing them, I’d provide a slightly larger private room for administrative work. For the rest, I planned two large dormitories separated by gender, each furnished with bunk beds. I also intended to include fully functional toilets and baths. 

I planned to implement these hygiene standards in every house I built from here on out. Good sanitation would prevent outbreaks of disease and keep the citizenry looking presentable. Ultimately, that would lead to a cleaner, more prosperous-looking city. Finally, adding a kitchen, a storehouse, and a dining hall made it a fairly substantial structure. It was likely the largest building in the territory so far.

I chose a spot one block away from the crossroads that served as the main thoroughfare. Eventually, I wanted this entire area to be a residential district.

Of course, imagining it was the easy part. Constructing it from scratch with magic was an exhausting ordeal. Using the same method I’d employed for the City Wall, I had to search for and extract stone from the Earth, process it into the required shapes, and then physically manifest the structure. 

All three steps consumed Magic Power. The more complex the shape, the higher the cost; I still wasn't at the level where I could build a house out of thin air without raw materials. However, if I prepared the materials beforehand, the mana cost would be cut in half. By pre-visualizing the design in detail, I could suppress the consumption even further. 

It was only through this exhaustive process that I could finally manifest a building.

“Sorry to keep you waiting-no!”

Fee and the others returned, hauling massive logs. These were trees we’d cleared out while building the City Wall and had kept in storage.

“That’s perfect. Keep them coming.”

“Leave it to me-no!”

“Hey! I’m the one doing the heavy lifting here!” Fritz yelled as Fee hauled him off yet again.

“Isn't there anything we can do?” Al asked, unable to sit still.

“Well...” 

There were plenty of chores, but looking at the other children, they seemed to be at their physical limits. They were slumped on the ground, looking utterly spent.

“For now, just rest. Take everyone to the bath and get them cleaned up.”

“Yeah! Got it!”

Al started to head toward the baths with gusto, but he stopped and turned back almost immediately.

“Hey, where’s the well in this place?”

“The well?”

“I shall show you the way. Follow me,” Emilina offered. Since she knew Al and the others, she was the perfect person for the job. 

Still, I wondered why he was so focused on a well. Was he just thirsty? I puzzled over it as I watched them disappear toward the bathhouse.



After several more trips with the logs, Fritz and his men collapsed in a heap, completely drained.

“Lord Yuri, you mustn't overdo it-no,” Fee warned.

“I know. Just watch.”

Using the materials they’d gathered, I immediately began constructing the Communal Housing.

Ngh...

I had optimized the mana consumption as much as possible, but I still felt the Magic Power being ripped from my body. The sudden drain made my vision swim.

“Lord Yuri, please rest-no.”

“No... I can do this.”

I forced a final surge of mana into the structure, and the Communal Housing was complete. It was a two-story wooden building, exactly as I had envisioned it.

“Huff... huff...”

“You pushed yourself too hard again-no!”

“I know. But they need a place to sleep. They’ve worked hard to get here; I won’t have them living in back alleys like they did in the Royal Capital.”

“...It can’t be helped-no. Just for today-no,” Fee said, her expression softening. Perhaps she was remembering her own past.

“Next is the inn for the mercenaries...”

“That can wait until tomorrow-no.”

“...Isn't that a bit harsh?”

“It is fine-no. I do not smell rain in the air today-no.”

I wasn't really worried about the weather... 

Then again, they were mercenaries; they were used to sleeping under the stars. Still, I decided to use my remaining dregs of mana to at least put up a basic shell of a building. I’d handle the fine details tomorrow, but they needed something to shield them from the wind.



“I’ve never washed in such a huge, warm pool of water before...”

The children, including Al, returned with Emilina looking dazed and refreshed. When they saw the building that hadn't existed minutes ago, they erupted in shock.

“W-What is this? Where did this building come from?!”

“You're back. This is where you’ll be staying. It’s a shared space, so you’ll have to bear with that.”

“Wait... we get to live in this house?”

“I’d be in trouble if you didn't. I only built what I could manage with magic, so let me know if you’re missing anything.”

“We will! Thanks, Meat Big Bro!”

The children were already vibrating with excitement. I gave a wry smile and told them they could go inside; they immediately scrambled through the door as if they were racing.

As I watched them, feeling a rare sense of satisfaction, something grabbed my leg like a zombie. It was Fritz.

“Yuri... finally... you’ll listen to me...”

“...”

I was so startled I reflexively stomped on him, but he didn't let go.

“Sorry about that. What is it?”

“I brought a letter for you. Just... take it.”

I opened the letter Fritz handed me. The contents were brief: ‘A reward shall be granted for the achievement of subjugating the Earth Dragon alongside the Dragon Slayer.’

In short, it was a summons to the Royal Capital to collect a bounty.

“Ugh... Fritz, can’t you go instead? You’re heading back anyway, right?”

“Why would I?! You’re the one being summoned! There’s no way I’m going alone!”

“Sigh... fine. I’ll leave once I’ve finished the immediate work here.”

“In that case, I shall return with you,” Emilina added. 

I suspected she had her own motives for this summons. I really didn't want to go... but ignoring it would be seen as an act of disrespect to the crown.

“I’ll head out once the mercenaries have their inn and the children have their assignments.”

My heart felt heavy. I gripped the letter—the catalyst for this unnecessary trouble—and crushed it in my fist.
The Attacked Beastman

The decision was made—we were heading to the Royal Capital. I moved quickly, gathering everyone to start our preparations.

The traveling party would consist of five people: me, Fee, Fritz, Emilina, and Emma. 

Those staying behind to guard the territory were Sasha, Rick, Dozul, Al, the mercenaries, and the orphans.

"Meat Bro, what do you want us to do?" Al asked.

"Right. First, I need you to manage the Mercenary Inn. Do any of you kids want to try running it?"

When I put the question to the group, three hands shot up.

"I think I’d like to try," one boy said.

"I’m really good at cleaning!" a girl added.

"I want to... learn how to cook," another whispered.

They were more enthusiastic than I’d expected. Still, is it really okay to leave this to kids? Their customers are going to be rough-looking mercenaries; surely they’ll need an adult to supervise. 

The Village Head must have sensed my hesitation, because he stepped in among the children. 

"In that case, we shall provide our assistance. Hard manual labor is beyond us now, but we can certainly help with the bookkeeping and management."

"That would be a huge help, but... are you sure?"

"Of course, Lord Yuri. You are working yourself to the bone to rebuild our home. If we didn't help, we’d be cursed to the end of our days."

"I understand. Then I'll leave the inn in your hands."

The real issue was the mercenaries. I usually gave them work in the form of requests and paid them in cash. I had plenty of tasks that needed doing, but I was running dangerously low on funds. 

Alan was currently selling my Mock Refrigerators—a name that had unfortunately stuck because I’d jokingly referred to the failed prototypes as such—which provided a steady stream of income. However, almost all of that money was immediately spent buying the food necessary to sustain the territory. With the recent influx of people, we were going to hit rock bottom soon.

On the other hand, if I turned away the mercenaries who had traveled all this way, my reputation would take a massive hit.

"Oh, right. Those guys only came here because they saw my sword, you know?" Fritz mentioned, as if it were an afterthought.

Why the hell didn't you mention such a vital detail earlier? If I’d known that, I would have been working them like dogs since the house-building phase...

"I'm going to prepare some formal request forms," I announced to the mercenaries. "The completion reward for your service will be this: I will personally forge a custom weapon for every one of you!"

"Wooooooo!"

"That’s what we’ve been waiting to hear!"

They were easy enough to motivate. I needed them to scout the surrounding area, tend the fields, and start on the construction of permanent housing. 

As I was mentally calculating how to divide the labor, Dozul approached me.

"It’s about time you got started on my Smithy, lad."

"Right, I haven't forgotten. But I don't know the first thing about the layout of a forge, so take a few mercenaries and build it however you see fit."

"I’ve been waiting to hear those words. I’ll be taking a few of these lads with me, then."

Without waiting for an answer, Dozul grabbed two mercenaries and dragged them off. No sooner had he left than Sasha came running toward me, her face pale with panic.

"Big Brother, it’s terrible! You have to come, quick!"

"What happened?"

"You'll see when you get there!"

Sasha grabbed my hand and took off. Fee, Emilina, Fritz, and Al followed close on my heels. 

We raced past the City Wall guarding the settlement. There, collapsed on the ground, lay a girl drenched in blood. What caught my eye immediately were the animal ears atop her head and the tail resting near her waist. 

I glanced at Fee. She gave me a small, solemn nod.

As I thought... a Beastman.

This land bordered four different nations, so I had expected members of other races to appear eventually. The presence of Rick the Kijin and Dozul the Dwarf had already set the precedent. However, this girl's condition and the location where she'd been found suggested something far more ominous.

"Emilina, can you use Healing Magic?"

"Of course."

Most citizens of the Kingdom tend to harbor a deep-seated prejudice against other races. But Emilina was the Saint—the woman who, in the original story, defeated the Mastermind alongside the hero and brought about racial peace. I knew she wouldn't hesitate to treat a wounded girl, regardless of her race.

"Fee, get some clean cloth and find a place for her to lie down. We’ll move her inside as soon as the treatment is finished."

"I'll get it ready right away!" Fee cried, dashing off.

Then Al spoke up, his voice uncharacteristically timid. "Big Brother, what can I do?"

He was showing a level of initiative that was unrecognizable from the boy who used to bully Fee. In just a few months, he had grown up significantly.

"Right. Go help Fee."

"Yeah!" Al ran after her.

"How is she? Will she make it?" I asked Emilina.

"The wounds are deep. With my current Magic Power, it might be a close call..."

Emilina was the most proficient healer in the territory. If she couldn't save the girl, no one could.

"Yuri, is there anything I can do?" Fritz asked.

"Your turn comes later. I’ll need someone to carry her to a bed once she’s stable."

"...Understood." Fritz gritted his teeth, clearly frustrated by his own helplessness.

While they focused on the girl, I turned my gaze toward the border of the Beastman Kingdom. 

Five people... no, six.

They were doing a decent job of masking their presence, but the pursuers were already close. One of them felt particularly dangerous—I could feel the gathering mana of Dark Attribute Magic. 

As a deterrent, I used my magic to manifest a Rock Bullet and launched it toward the dangerous one. I expected them to dodge, but the Attack must have hit home, because one of the presences vanished instantly.

There were still five left. I didn't want a fight breaking out right next to a patient.

"Fritz, I’m leaving this spot to you," I said. "If anything happens, don't hold back. Take them down."

"I'm going with—"

"No. I might have missed one or two of them. You’re the only one here who can protect Emilina."

"Hah. Fine, leave it to me. Just make sure you watch your own back."

"Obviously. Compared to a pack of Wolves, this is nothing."

I gave him a quick smirk and used my magic to lift myself into the air, soaring toward the remaining presences.



A group of suspicious men in black clothing were crouching in the treeline, trying to stay hidden. I didn't give them the chance. I launched a volley of rocks, shattering the trees they were using for cover.

"I know you're there. That was a warning. Show yourselves."

I manifested another large rock above my head to drive the point home. For a moment, there was silence.

"Fine..."

I fired the rock into the dirt right next to one of the hidden signatures.

"Eek!"

A man let out a terrified yelp and scrambled out into the open.

"St-stop! We don't want to fight!"

The man who emerged with his hands raised was a Beastman, just like the girl. Following his lead, the rest of the group shuffled out of the shadows. They were all Beastmen, and every one of them was covered in wounds.

"Why are you lurking around my territory? Depending on your answer—"

"It’s a misunderstanding! We’re being hunted! We fled here because we had nowhere else to go!"

"Then why were you hiding from me? And you’re the ones who left that girl by my gate, aren't you?"

They looked to be of the same tribe as the girl. It wasn't a hard guess.

"We heard rumors of a strange Lord who kept a Beastman as an attendant. We thought... we thought you might save her. But 'he' is still after us. we had to stay hidden so he wouldn't find us..."

"He?"

"A member of the Demon Race. He attacked us out of nowhere. We’ve been running for our lives, but we heard he has allies within the Human kingdoms. We were prepared to make a final stand here rather than be caught in a pincer movement."

The man looked at me desperately. "Please, will you help us?"

"Hey! He's a Human, remember?" one of the others hissed.

"But the one who's saving Elu is a Human too, isn't he?"

"Right... well, I’m that 'strange Lord' you were looking for," I interrupted. "But I don't feel anyone else nearby besides you lot."

Unless they were using some god-tier concealment magic I’d never encountered before, the area was clear. The Beastmen, however, looked at me like I'd lost my mind.

"That's impossible! He was just firing magic at us a moment ago!"

"Ah... if it was rock magic, that was me. My bad."

"No, it wasn't rocks! It was Dark Magic!"

That triggered a memory. 

"Oh... sorry about that, too. I thought he was aiming for us, so I accidentally..."

"Accidentally...?"

"I think I killed him."

I led the stunned group back to where the first presence had been. There, pinned under a massive rock and very much unconscious, was a member of the Demon Race. 

The Beastmen stood there, mouths agape, looking back and forth between me and the defeated demon.

"The Demon Race warrior we couldn't even scratch... even with all of us fighting together... he took him down in one hit?"

"What kind of monstrous power is this?"

"If we have his strength... could we finally fulfill our wish?"

They began whispering frantically among themselves. Then, as one, they bowed deeply to me.

"Lord of the Human race. We have a desperate request. Please, lend us your strength!"

Seeing them like that brought a specific event to mind. In the original story, the protagonist saves the Beastman Princess and eventually goes on to liberate the Beastman Kingdom.

The one pulling the strings behind that conflict is my father. I have no intention of doing something as suicidal as picking a fight with him to 'save' a kingdom. I’m not touching the original plot with a ten-foot pole.

"You just want me to shelter you until your wounds are healed, right? That’s fine."

"R-really? Just like that?"

"In exchange, you’re going to work for this territory."

"Of course! Anything! Thank you... I never dreamed there was a place in a Human land where we could live in peace..."

"We'll settle the details back at the settlement. Follow me."

"Yes, sir!"

After binding the demon to ensure he wouldn't be a problem, we began the trek back to my territory.
Princess of the Beast Kingdom

I watched Yuri’s retreating back, my mind racing. My sister Elu, one of the Beastmen he’d just rescued, was hovering at death’s door with a catastrophic wound. The question burned in my mind: How can I secure this man's cooperation?

The Huge Beast Kingdom had fractured into three primary factions. 

First, there was the eldest son, Guiche. He was an adult and a classic Beastman—a physical powerhouse who led through strength. 

Second was the middle son, Lennon. Though physically frail, he possessed a tactical resourcefulness rarely seen among our kind. 

Then there was the eldest daughter, Elu. She was still a child, but her natural charisma and loveliness had earned her the overwhelming support of the common folk. However, Elu had a dangerous ideology. Despite being a royal of a Beastman nation, she publicly advocated for "coexistence with other races." It earned her no shortage of enemies. No matter how many times I admonished her, she refused to back down.

As the son of a concubine, I held no right of succession to the throne. But Elu looked up to me like a true older brother, and for her sake, I had decided to put my life on the line. 

In the Royal Capital, an assassin’s blade could find you at any moment. That was why we had fled to a Hidden Village near the border—a place where it was difficult for the other factions to reach us. Our plan was to slowly gather supporters from the shadows. By staying away from the capital, we were signaling to her brothers that we had no interest in the throne. 

The strategy had worked for a few years. We lived in peace.

Until the Demon Race arrived without warning.

"A certain individual finds you rather... inconvenient," the intruder had said, his voice cold. "Reflect on your meddling and die."

Before we could even process the threat, magic tore through the village. The Hidden Village was half-leveled in an instant. By some cruel stroke of misfortune, one of the many spells hit Elu directly. It was a fatal wound. Our village Healer had been critically injured in the initial blast and couldn't provide more than basic first aid.

As the demon prepared for another Attack, the remaining villagers formed a living shield between me and the enemy.

"Lord Kamil, leave this to us! Run!"

"I won't leave you behind!" I roared.

"If you stay, Lady Elu dies! We’ll hold the demon back and catch up as soon as we can!"

"...Forgive me. Survive! You must survive!"

I choked back my tears, trying to drown out the screams erupting behind me. I lifted Elu’s limp body and fled into the woods with what few soldiers I had left.



We managed to slip away, but we were aimless. 

Elu’s condition was deteriorating. I knew we couldn't travel far, but our Hidden Village was isolated; the nearest Beastman town was leagues away.

"Huff... huff... Brother..." Elu’s voice was a ragged whisper. "Let’s go... to the human lands..."

"But I’ve heard the Kingdom of Inraku treats our kind like slaves," I countered, my heart sinking.

"Brother... among Humans... there are good people too..."

One of my soldiers chimed in, panic coloring his voice. "Kamil! The only settlements nearby are Human villages!"

I gritted my teeth. "Fine. Beggars can't be choosers."

If they tried to enslave Elu, I’d kill every last one of them or die trying. But I figured the Demon Race wouldn't expect us to flee into a territory as infamously anti-Beastman as the Kingdom of Inraku. It was a gamble, but it offered us a place to hide.

Or so I thought.



"W-What is this?" 

I had expected a cluster of hovels, typical of a village in the Frontier Region. But the moment I saw the City Wall surrounding Alf Village, I realized how wrong I was.

"There wasn't a fortress here before, was there?" I asked, stunned.

"Definitely not," my soldier replied.

"This is the site of Alf Village... right?"

"Yeah. No mistake."

It was Alf Village, yet the presences I felt coming from behind the gates weren't just Human. I sensed Kijin, Dwarves, and even other Beastmen. 

Is this an independent territory where all races coexist?

The very dream Elu had been chasing was right here. I was nearly overwhelmed by the irony, but the sudden prickle of the demon’s presence nearby snapped me back to reality.

"No time to hesitate."

I spotted a young girl walking near the gate. 

"You there! A moment!"

"Nn? What’s up?" the girl asked, looking puzzled.

"Please, take this child to the Healer in this territory! We have to buy some time!"

"Uhm..." She looked hesitant.

"I'm counting on you!"

We didn't wait for an answer. We charged back toward the approaching demon. My heart felt strangely light. I had found hope. Even if we fell, if Elu was sheltered behind those formidable walls, she might finally be safe.



I had resigned myself to a final stand, but then the Lord of the territory appeared—a young boy. To my absolute shock, he dispatched the demon we had been fleeing from as if he were swatting a fly. 

Is this boy really just a Lord?

With that kind of power, he had to be planning to establish an independent nation. The dream my sister held—the one her brothers had tried to crush—required absolute, crushing power to survive the inevitable enemies it would create. Elu lacked that power.

But this boy? He had it in spades. 

Why else would such a powerful mage be lurking in the Frontier Region? He was fortifying a multi-racial hub to build something new.

I looked at the young Lord and spoke my heart.

"Lord of the Humans. I have a request. Will you lend us your strength?"

I knew the risks. Sheltering targeted Beastmen offered him zero benefit and a mountain of trouble. I expected a rejection. Instead, the boy agreed without a second thought. 

Compared to the Beastman Princes who spent every waking moment plotting to tear others down, this boy’s soul was vast.



We returned to my territory just as the Beastman girl was stabilized.

"Lord Yuri, this is the best I can do," Emilina said, her voice tired. "I'm sorry I couldn't heal her completely."

"No, you've done enough."

The girl’s color had returned. She was sleeping soundly.

"Thank God... thank you so much..." The Beastman—Kamil—clutched her hand, tears streaming down his face.

"We shouldn't talk out here," I said. "Let’s get inside. I’ve had bedding prepared."

"I... I don't know how to thank you."

"Don't worry about it. I’ll just have you pay me back by working."

I made sure to emphasize the "work" part. I needed to keep things transactional. If I didn't, I risked triggering that specific game event: 'Save the Beast Kingdom'. 

There was no way I was doing that. My Level wasn't high enough, and I didn't have the manpower to take on an entire nation. I absolutely could not let these Beastmen ask me to help them reclaim their kingdom. By framing this as "sheltering laborers," I was setting a boundary. It wasn't the heroic answer they probably wanted, but it was a compromise I could live with.

Once we moved the girl to the bed, she finally blinked her eyes open.

"Where... am I?"

"Alf Village," I said.

"Eh?" Her eyes went wide when she saw me. "A... Human?"

"That’s right."

"...Eat?"

"Food? Just wait a bit. We're cooking some up now."

"N-No... my brother said... Humans eat us..."

"Why would I eat a Beastman when I have perfectly good food? Honestly. And Fee, stop acting so shocked!"

Fee was cowering beside me, looking genuinely rattled.

"I-I knew it! Lord Yuri would never eat Fee!"

"The way you phrase that is going to lead to misunderstandings," Fritz muttered with an exasperated sigh. Only I caught the double meaning.

The girl looked at Fee. "A Beastman... other than us?"

"Yeah. This is Fee. I think you're around the same age."

"Fee is the big sister," Fee announced, puffing out her chest.

"I-I'm already eight years old, you know! My name is Elu, of the Beast Kingdom."

I know. My Appraisal had already flagged her profession as Princess of the Beast Kingdom.

"See? Fee is definitely the big sister," Fee said, smiling. 

Having Fee there was the right call. Elu’s tension visibly drained away. Then, she suddenly gasped.

"Wait! My brother! Is my brother safe?!"

"Relax. He's fine," I said. "He and his men were pretty banged up, so they're getting treated. After they've had a chance to clean up in the bath, they’ll be over. It’ll be a little while."

"They're safe? They actually escaped that Demon Race member?"

"Ah... about that. I kind of accidentally killed it."

"Killed... it?" she repeated, staring at me as if I were a monster.

"It tried to attack my territory. I only meant to give it a light warning, but..."

My Magic Power had clearly grown beyond my expectations. Constant practice until exhaustion, combined with my high natural Aptitude, was paying off in a scary way.

"I see... We’re really safe."

"You've been through a lot. For now, just focus on resting. You can stay in this territory as long as you like."

"Thank you... truly."

Perfect. Event avoided. I was mentally pumping my fist.

"But... this is the Kingdom of Inraku, right?" Elu asked tentatively. "Won't having Beastmen here cause trouble for you?"

"Haha! This is a wasteland in the middle of the Frontier Region. Forget trouble—I need all the help I can get. If I'm going to become independent, I need people."

"Independent? You mean... an independent nation for all races?"

"Yeah. That’s the plan. I don't care if you're Human or not."

"I see..."

Elu went quiet, lost in thought. After a moment, she looked me dead in the eye, her gaze burning with a new resolve.

"That independence... please, let me help you build it."
Hero Party

I wasn’t sure what had brought about this change of heart, but it seemed Elu was going to cooperate with my bid for independence as well.

I was still concealing her true origin, but becoming close with a princess from another nation was a massive step toward my goal. If I had Elu’s recommendation, the Kingdom of Inraku might even try to officially install me as a noble just to maintain a connection with the Beast Kingdom. 

Besides, if the worst happened and I was sentenced to death by association, I could always flee to the Beast Kingdom. I had no reason to refuse her offer.

"That would be a huge help," I said. "Could I count on you then?"

"Yes! Let’s work hard together for a world where everyone can live in happiness," Elu replied, squeezing my hand with a bright smile.

The "world" felt like a bit too large a scale for me, but in terms of wanting to live out our lives in peace, we were comrades with the same ambition.

"Th-then Fee’s going to help too!" Fee shouted, forcing herself between us.

"I thought it might come to that. It’s a good thing I made preparations in advance." 

Emilina had entered the room and was watching us with a thin smile.

"Preparations? What do you mean by that?" I asked.

"Oh, please don’t mind me, Lord Yuri. Also, it looks like it would be best for you to cancel your trip to the Royal Capital. I’ll send word that you’re declining the invitation."

"Is that actually possible?"

"It’s certainly not ideal, of course, but given the circumstances, it can’t be helped."

She had a point. The Beastman nation was in chaos, and the Demon Race had attacked us twice now. For a Lord to leave his territory in such a state would be seen as a dereliction of duty; it was the perfect excuse to stay behind.

"I’m sorry to dump this on you, but could you handle it? Fritz was summoned too, right? Take care of him as well."

"Leave it to me. We need to make a grand show of the fact that we have a Dragon Slayer here, after all."

Emilina gave a cold, fearless smile. As usual, I could see her plotting something behind those eyes, but this time I had no choice but to rely on her.

◇　◆　◇

Perhaps out of concern for her health, Yuri and the others left the room as soon as the necessary business was concluded. Left alone, Elu tried to rest.

Strictly speaking, she needed to sleep to recover from her injuries, but her mind was racing so fast she couldn't even close her eyes. She had never imagined she would find another ruler who shared her convictions.

Elu had been slowly gathering supporters within the Beast Kingdom, of course. But they were merely people who supported Elu as an individual. How many of them truly sympathized with my goal of “coexistence with other races”?

Even her own brother, Kamil, was opposed to the idea of total racial coexistence. The roots of discrimination ran deep; it was a consciousness that couldn’t be uprooted by half-measures. The proof was the recent attack—a massacre that had swept up everyone who had dared to side with her.

It was because I lacked power...

The thought was agonizing. Yet, that failure had led her to a man who upheld the very same ideal. Despite being a Human, he possessed overwhelming magical power and was adored by his people—the ideal leader Elu had envisioned. Furthermore, it seemed he intended to raise a new nation here where all races could live together.

If the ideal place didn't exist, build it yourself. It was a perspective Elu had never considered, and she was moved by the sheer scale of it. 

There really was a way, she realized. 

She didn't need to obsess over the throne. A country with her exact ideals was already being born. If that was the case, then her purpose was to stay by his side and support that dream.

Naturally, she didn't expect the Kingdom of Inraku to recognize his independence easily. Yuri could simply declare it, but this land was an unfortunate territory sandwiched between four different nations. If he turned the Kingdom of Inraku into an enemy on top of that, what would happen? No matter how powerful Yuri was, his tiny domain would be crushed in an instant.

To prevent that, there was only one thing she could do now. And that was—

Just as she reached her conclusion, Kamil entered the room. Seeing that Elu was safe, he burst into tears.

"Elu, thank God... I was so worried..."

"Brother, I have a request."

Kamil gasped. The look in Elu’s eyes was different than usual—they were filled with a hard, unshakable determination.

"What is it?"

"Contact Father. I am renouncing my current Right of Succession."

"Wh-why would you do that?! Is it because of the attack? We would gladly die for your sake, you know that!"

"No, it isn't just that. I’ve realized that my current methods will never allow me to achieve my goals."

Kamil sighed as he looked into her eyes. He knew that when she looked like this, nothing in the world could move her.

"...I understand. I'll deliver a private letter."

"Yes. However, that won't be enough to fool my other brothers. Therefore, I have decided that I will marry into another country."

Kamil’s jaw dropped. "Y-you don't have to go that far..."

"No, this is what I want. In exchange for the Beast Kingdom's support for this territory, I will renounce my claim to the throne. It's a trade-off."

Watching Elu’s serene smile, it was easy to see that she wasn't being forced into this. Which meant the partner she had in mind was...

She probably hadn't even confirmed it with the man himself yet, but no mere Lord would be foolish enough to refuse a proposal from a sovereign nation. She must have decided she wanted him that badly. If that was her choice, Kamil realized his only role was to help her.

"I can't promise how much Father will agree to, you know?"

"That’s fine. If he refuses, I simply won't renounce my claim. This is the only way I can repay Lord Yuri."

"Understood. In that case, I’ll reach out to the Elu Faction and have them gather here."

"Please do."

Seeing that Elu wouldn't budge an inch, Kamil sighed again and immediately began preparing for his departure.

◇　◆　◇

Emilina was headed for the Royal Capital, with Fritz in tow.

"So, in the end, I'm the only one going..." Fritz grumbled.

"Oh? I’m here too, aren't I?"

Despite sitting directly across from him in the carriage, Fritz didn't seem to count Emilina as company.

"You were going to the Royal Capital anyway! I wanted to drag Yuri along—he’s the one who stuck me with this 'Dragon Slayer' title!"

"Is that so? I suspect the truth is that you simply wanted to stay by Lord Yuri’s side."

"Wh—?! That's not it at all!" Fritz stammered, his face flushing.

"It’s quite alright. To Lord Yuri, your existence is necessary."

Fritz gave her a sharp, suspicious look. "How would you know that?"

"Because Lord Yuri entrusted you to me. It was his way of saying it would be a problem if something happened to you. Besides..."

"Besides what?"

"No, it's nothing."

"Hey, don't leave me hanging. What is it?"

"It’s really nothing much. It’s just... Lord Yuri is essentially a Legendary Sage, isn't he? And you, Lord Fritz, are a swordsman with the ultimate title of Dragon Slayer. Then there is me, a Saint. And we have the Hero, Emma. It’s almost like—"

Fritz finally realized what she was getting at. They were missing a few members, but the composition was unmistakable. This was the classic lineup of a Hero Party. It was the exact same balance of roles as the party that had once subjugated the Demon Lord.

Of course, looking at himself, he felt like a fraud—he was just an apprentice Mercenary. But looking at the titles they held, there was no way to deny the parallel.

"Hehe. Once the kingdom realizes this, do you think they could possibly refuse... my... I mean, Lord Yuri’s wishes? No, they’ll be desperate to win us over."

Emilina wore a dark, wicked smile that didn't suit a Saint in the slightest. Looking at her, Fritz felt an instinctive, primal warning: Do not cross this woman.

"So, what exactly is Yuri’s wish? He’s never told me."

"I haven't heard it directly either, but I can infer it from his actions. That man is trying to create a 'nation where all races can coexist,' just like I am."

Emilina spoke with absolute confidence. Fritz found himself nodding; it made sense.

"I see. He has kept Fee by his side this whole time, after all. I always thought it was strange for a noble’s son to keep a Beastman as a follower rather than a slave."

"If the one at the top doesn't act first, the people below will never follow."

"Right. Then the first thing we need is for the world to recognize this place as a legitimate country."

"Precisely. And for that purpose, I am arranging all the necessary pieces."

"...So that’s what the Hero Party is for."

Emilina simply smiled, saying nothing at all.
Path to Independence

About a month had passed since Fritz and the others departed for the Royal Capital.

Thanks to the influx of people, the territory had begun to function as a living entity even in my absence. 

First, the residences. The mercenaries were handling the construction for the local inhabitants. Since they were also the ones sourcing the timber and stone, the process was slow, but eventually, there would be enough housing for every soul under my care. I noticed a few mercenaries sneakily trying to build houses for themselves on the side, but I turned a blind eye. Building a permanent home here meant they intended to stay and work in the vicinity. Given our desperate need for manpower, that was hardly a net negative. We had more than enough surplus land to go around, after all.

As for the smithy, Dozul had finished it ahead of schedule. He had driven the mercenaries so hard that even the CEO of a black company would have turned pale and fled in terror. Seeing the hollow, dead-eyed expressions of the workers once the job was done, I felt a pang of guilt. I ended up promising that Dozul would apply magic enchantments to any iron weapons he forged as part of his initial trials before handing them over to the men.

Ironically, that promise turned Dozul’s chores into highly sought-after contracts. Do these people really want to work in a sweatshop that badly? I have no intention of raising the rewards any further, you know.

The inn had also opened its doors, though it was still plagued by rookie mistakes. Still, considering it was being run by children who had never held a real job in their lives, I figured I should take the long view. The dark, hopeless expressions they had worn back in the Royal Capital were gone, replaced by a lively, joyful energy as they hurried about their tasks. 

Fortunately, we didn't have any customers who would snap at a child for a mistake. On the contrary, the guests watched them with warm, indulgent smiles. The kids were the main attraction, drawing crowds day after day. Though, it probably helped that this was the only inn for miles...

Furthermore, the sewerage and water systems I had commissioned from Sasha were finally operational. The territory was now relatively clean. Water could be accessed freely throughout the area, and wastewater was properly purified before being discharged into the river. With the improvement in hygiene, the risk of disease would plummet. No longer needing to haul buckets from the river was a massive quality-of-life shift for everyone.

However, not everything was going smoothly. There were still glaring issues that needed refinement.

First and foremost was the food problem. We were barely scraping by. We were only surviving thanks to a massive stockpile of Wolf meat and the supplies Alan purchased for us; it was a precarious tightrope walk. Since this was originally a barren wasteland, crops were difficult to grow despite our constant experimentation. 

The remaining children were tending the fields, but even with proper tilling and sowing, the plants refused to bear fruit. This was an area that desperately needed improvement. We were cycling through different fertilizers and seed varieties, repeating a grueling process of trial and error. I had to believe we would see results eventually.

The other issue was the demographic of the territory itself. Since the Beastmen had departed—leaving Elu behind—the population consisted almost entirely of children and the elderly, excluding the mercenaries. This severely limited our capabilities. The manpower shortage remained an unresolved headache. To fix it, I had no choice but to make this territory even more attractive to outsiders.

And then, there was the core problem.

Considerable time had passed since we arrived, yet there was still no clear path toward achieving formal independence as a noble. Is independence even possible? I had lost count of how many times I considered asking Elu to let me seek asylum in the Beast Kingdom. It would certainly be the easiest way to protect myself.

But there were too many children here who relied on me. I couldn't just abandon them and run. In the end, my various maneuvers to secure independence had actually made it harder for me to move freely.

"Well, it's not like I can actually run away..."

It would be a long time before the misdeeds of the mastermind—my father—came to light. Until then, I had to grow this place into a formidable territory of the Kingdom. That was the only thing I could do. 

Besides, having just bypassed the major event of an attack on the Princess of the Beast Kingdom, I predicted that no other world-shaking events would occur for a while. This was a brief moment of peace.

"Alright, maybe it’s time I started building my own house."



Completely unaware that Elu and Emilina were secretly maneuvering behind the scenes to establish an Independent State, I spent the entire night obsessing over the blueprints for my future home. I had gotten carried away, and by the time I looked up, the sun was already rising.

"Lord Yuri, didn't you sleep again?"

Fee, who had come to wake me, looked at me with an exasperated expression.

"It wasn't magic this time, I swear. I was just planning out my mansion."

"But you were using magic too. There are Magic Stones rolling all over the floor."

She was right. I had been unconsciously imbuing Magic Stones with Magic Power while lost in thought. Since these were vital for Alan’s business, it was a productive way to raise funds while organizing my ideas.

"That... must be your imagination."

"Yes, yes. Magic is forbidden for today."

"Ugh... fine, I get it."

As Fee gathered the stones from the floor, she peered curiously at the blueprints on my desk.

"Aren't all Lords' mansions the same?"

I suppose from the outside, they just look like a collection of many rooms and excessive luxury. But in my case, I wanted a place where I could actually relax. I didn't care much for keeping up appearances.

"Not at all. The rooms might serve similar functions, but every house has its own character. Besides..."

"I didn't know that. Oh, Lord Yuri. Fee’s room isn't here. I want you to put it right about here."

She casually pointed to a spot right next to my private quarters. Given that she was my personal attendant, I suppose it made sense.

"Fair enough. Let's make this your room then."

"In that case, could I have this room?"

"And this will be Elu's room... wait. What?"

I had been so distracted that I actually started sketching it in before the voice registered.

"Elu? Why are you in my house?"

"I have something to report."

Elu looked like she had made a full recovery. The fact that she had walked here herself was proof enough. Now that she was healthy, there was no longer a need to keep her sheltered here. The Demon Race assassins who had targeted her were already dead. That meant she would be returning to her own country soon.

"I see. I figured this day would come."

"Ahaha, as expected of Lord Yuri. Nothing gets past you."

With a smile, she handed me a letter. It was sealed with the heavy wax of the Beast Kingdom.

"What is this?"

"It is the only thing I can do for you."

That wasn't an answer at all. But looking at Elu’s radiant smile, I had a sinking feeling that opening this letter might be a mistake.

"Right... I’ll read it carefully later."

"No! You have to read it right now! Right here!"

My attempt to procrastinate failed immediately. Elu grabbed my sleeve, her eyes desperate as she urged me to open it. 

This is it, isn't it? The quest flag for 'Save the Beast Kingdom.'

It wasn't in the original game, but because I wasn't making a move, she must have gone to the trouble of asking the Beast King to prepare a letter to hook me. My best course of action was to read it and then politely decline the trip to the Beast Kingdom. If she thinks a veteran player like me is going to fall for a blatant trap like this, she's being naive.

I broke the seal with feigned confidence and read the contents.

Yuri Lousouth. I leave my daughter in your care.

That was it. That was all it said. 

Given that I was sheltering her, it was a natural sentiment for a father, but did that really require the official royal seal? I tried to ask for more details, but Elu just kept smiling at me.

I felt like I had accidentally triggered some poorly written event. But since it wasn't in the original game, I figured I shouldn't worry about it. 

Just as the feeling of a small bone stuck in my throat began to settle, Fritz and his party finally returned.

"We're back!"

"We have returned."

Fritz I expected, but Emilina’s home was the Church, not here. I gave her an exasperated look as she waltzed in as if she owned the place.

"...So, how did it go? Did you get the Dragon Slayer title?"

"Yeah. Thanks to you, I got the Medal and the prize money too."

"Well, that's good news."

"Also, I’ve got a letter for you from the King."

"For me?"

Was it because I had skipped the summons to the Royal Capital? But if he intended to punish me, he wouldn't have sent a formal letter. I took the parchment from Fritz and opened it.

Yuri Lousouth. I command you to cooperate with the Hero and subjugate the Demon Lord. Upon the completion of this task, I promise to grant any wish you may have.

Any wish? Could this be my path to a Knighthood? I looked at Emilina, who gave me a knowing, beaming smile. It seemed she had her hand in this.

I felt a surge of genuine gratitude toward her. A golden opportunity for independence had just fallen into my lap.

I was completely oblivious to the truth: that the letter from the Beast Kingdom was actually a formal acceptance of a marriage proposal to Elu, and that the King of Inraku’s promise was his way of agreeing to recognize my territory as a sovereign Independent State.
Encounter with the Demon Lord

A continent clung to the northeastern edge of the world, a place where light never deigned to shine.

The capital of the Trismalis Demon Kingdom sat within this malevolent environment, a land so harsh that no human could ever hope to survive there. A massive stone fortress loomed over the landscape, a monument to overwhelming power, surrounded by nothing but withered, skeletal vegetation. It was the Castle of Darkness—a true symbol of negativity.

And yet, for some reason, the castle town flourished. Much like a human Royal Capital, the streets were bathed in the glow of magic-stone lamps. Smooth cobblestones paved the thoroughfares to allow for easy travel, and the citizens laughed and conversed as they went about their business. The terrifying monsters of human imagination were nowhere to be found; of late, the Demon Race had lost their appetite for war.

This shift in culture was entirely due to the influence of the current Demon Lord.

Demon Lord Lucille Trismalis.

To the outside world, she was a figure of staggering power—a tall, martial-arts-obsessed titan. In reality, that figure was a body double. The true Demon Lord was the young girl who stood at his side. While she appeared as a mere child, she ruled the Demon Race through sheer agility and a terrifying well of Magic Power.

She was an adorable, unintimidating sovereign. Yet, the Demon Race followed her without question. In their society, strength was the only absolute, and Lucille had attained the throne by pushing aside all other contenders with her peerless magical aptitude.

Of course, Lucille had never actually wanted to be king.

She had only entered the martial arts tournament because she was promised waffles—the specific confections sold in human towns that she so adored. When told that her reward would double with every victory, she had found it impossible not to give the competition her all. 

As a result, she had systematically crushed every high-ranking officer in the Demon Lord's Army, the Four Heavenly Kings who ruled the various sectors of the Demon Lord Territory, and even the legendary warriors and Dragons who had come from afar to compete. The unknown Lucille had swept the field.

Strength might be everything to the Demon Race, but following a girl who had appeared out of thin air was a bitter pill for many to swallow. The established Staff Officers and the Four Heavenly Kings continued to operate according to their own agendas, and even the common soldiers in the army rarely bothered to listen to her commands.

In contrast, she was immensely popular among the non-combatants. They revered her as a kind-hearted ruler who loved sweets above all else. However, even a benevolent Demon Lord had her flaws.

"Demon Lord-sama?! Where have you gone, Demon Lord-sama?!"

An elderly man in a butler’s tailcoat scrambled through the halls, his voice tight with desperation. It was a familiar scene. The maids watching from the shadows could only offer wry smiles.

She’s made a break for it again...



The Demon Lord’s destination was almost always the same.

She wore a white, hooded robe with little ears attached as a "disguise." She was convinced that no one would ever suspect a girl in such a charming outfit of being the ruler of the demons. Satisfied with her infiltration skills, she strolled leisurely through the town.

Naturally, she hadn't changed her face or her voice, and her Magic Power was as distinct as a beacon in the night. It was a rare citizen who didn't recognize her. Instead, the townspeople watched over her with fatherly affection.

"Little lady, these meat skewers are delicious. I’ll give you one on the house."

"I’ve got cookies over here!"

"Would you like a freshly baked waffle?"

Everywhere she turned, she was offered food. Before long, her hands were overflowing with treats. She told herself that this was an "incognito investigation" into the lives of the common folk, then promptly shoved a piece of waffle into her mouth.

"Mmm... so good!"

Her face melted into a smile. Most of the Demon Race had little interest in the culinary arts, but Lucille found herself nodding in satisfaction at how far their food culture had come.

"This is why I can't stop these food tours... I mean, these secret investigations."

"And what part of this is a 'secret investigation,' Demon Lord-sama?!"

"Investigating the presence of delicious food is an investigation... wait, what?"

Shocked that someone had seen through her flawless disguise, she let out a small yelp. She turned to find the elderly man—Sebas, the Head Butler—glaring at her. He was the only one disrespectful enough to constantly nag her about her studies.

"Ah... Se-Sebas. This isn't what it looks like, okay? I'm not actually eating anything."

"Your mouth is covered in crumbs and your hands are full of food. You have zero persuasiveness."

"Oh..."

Lucille scrambled to hide the food behind her back, a gesture that only made Sebas sigh.

"Good grief, Demon Lord-sama. Could you perhaps show even a shred of interest in the affairs of the kingdom?"

"I have plenty of interest. I heard the local snacks from the provinces are wonderful."

"Please... for once, look at something that isn't food." Sebas ignored her attempt at a joke, his tone turning grave. "Recently, more demons have been acting of their own accord, conspiring with influential figures in foreign nations. If we stir the hornets' nest, the one they call the Hero will eventually come for us."

"Ugh..." Lucille winced.

In the demon records, the Hero was a treacherous, wicked human who had once invaded their lands and slain the previous Demon Lord. While the Demon Race valued individual strength, the Hero was a devious coward who relied on a group to overwhelm a single opponent, meticulously targeting a Demon Lord’s weaknesses.

According to the texts, the Hero traveled with a party of degenerates: a Dragon Slayer (The Muscle), a Saint (The Bitch), a Sage (The Pervert), and a Thief (The Cutting Board). Today, these stories were mostly used as cautionary tales in children's picture books.

"B-But the demons have always been rowdy," Lucille argued. "They’ve always been impossible to control."

"Speaking of which, I received word that the title of Dragon Slayer was recently granted in the Kingdom of Inraku. That makes three major threats now, including the Hero and the Saint."

"Mmm... that is troublesome."

Lucille had only recently stopped having those picture books read to her, so she still viewed the Hero as an arch-enemy that needed to be dealt with immediately. Apparently, the previous Demon Lord had harbored some deluded fantasy about "raising" the Hero to become a servant, but Lucille thought that was idiotic.

You strike them with overwhelming force while they’re still weak. That’s how you secure peace.

"Fine. It’s time I took action. Tell the body double to keep up appearances."

"As it happens," Sebas said, bowing his head slightly while his expression remained unreadable, "I have a report that the Hero, the Saint, and the Dragon Slayer are all currently gathered in Alf Village near the border."

"I see. Then I’m going out for a bit."

"Of course. Take your time."

Lucille finished her preparations and set out from the Trismalis Demon Kingdom, her spirit high.



A month had passed since I received that letter requesting the subjugation of the Demon Lord.

Life in the territory continued as usual, and I spent most of my time working on my own house. I was using lumber to build homes for all the residents, which had led to a severe shortage. Consequently, I decided to build my own mansion out of stone.

The issue, as always, was Magic Power consumption. Creating structures from nothing used a massive amount of mana. Fortunately, my capacity had grown to the point where I actually had a surplus, even after a full day of construction.

The real bottleneck was Fee. If I pushed my magic too hard, she would step in and forbid me from using any magic at all the following day. Because of that, I made a conscious effort to look composed and effortless, no matter how much mana I was actually burning.

Finally, the day arrived. If I finished today’s work, the house would be complete.

It was a large two-story building located straight north of the central fountain. It had dedicated rooms for Fee, Elu, and Sasha, as well as my own bedroom and an office. I’d included a kitchen, a spacious dining hall, a large public bath, and proper plumbing for the toilets. Most of the remaining space consisted of guest rooms.

I wasn't entirely sure I needed a place this big, but since we didn't have any accommodations other than the inn, I figured it was pragmatic to have extra space for emergencies.

"It’s huge..." Elu murmured, looking up at the facade.

"It really is," I agreed. "I didn't think it would end up quite this large."

"You’re the leader, Yuri-sama. You need a place like this. Honestly, it could be even bigger."

"Like a castle?" I joked.

"At least that much," she replied seriously.

I assumed she was just trying to humor me.

"Yuri-sama, congratulations on the new house," Emilina said, walking up with Emma. Our territory wasn't that big yet, so news of the completion had traveled fast. If they were here, it meant everyone else knew, too.

"Yuri! It’s finally done, huh? We’re having a party. I brought fresh Wolf meat," Fritz shouted as he approached with Alan, Dozul, and Rick.

Alan had finally opened a proper shop in the territory. While his primary customers were currently mercenaries, business was booming. He told me the Mock Refrigerator was a massive hit with the nobility. Since the Magic Power in them only lasted about a year, he was looking forward to a steady stream of maintenance income.

I hadn't missed the look of awe on his face when he first saw the Giant Freezer Warehouse I’d built. So this is what a real refrigerator looks like... he’d whispered.

It felt a bit strange to have a party just for my house when new homes were being finished every day, but I wasn't going to complain about good food.

"Now we can finally get started on my church, right?" Emilina asked with a sharp smile.

I decided to ignore her. I led everyone into the dining hall and started preparing for the festivities. I pulled out ten plates and began setting the table.

Wait. Did I miscount?

I thought I’d pulled out exactly the right amount, but there wasn't a plate for me. Confused, I went back to get one more, then started cooking the ingredients everyone had brought.

"Mm, this looks delicious. I'm absolutely famished," a high-pitched, unfamiliar voice said.

"Yeah, it does," I replied reflexively. "Well then, shall we—"

I stopped. My heart hammered against my ribs. Sitting at the table was a young blonde girl in a white, ear-hooded robe. I had no idea how she’d gotten inside. I had no idea who she was.

But she was already reaching for the food.
False Demon Lord

"…Who are you?" 

I kept my voice level as I addressed the little girl who had appeared out of nowhere. I didn’t lower my guard.

She didn't answer immediately. Instead, she continued to shove food into her mouth.

"Munch, munch… hufu-fuffa-fofa."

"I can’t understand a word you’re saying. Either eat or talk—pick one!"

"Munch, munch…"

Perhaps she was an orphan who had drifted here from some far-off land? I speculated, watching the way she prioritized the meal over basic communication.

To be sure, I attempted to use Appraisal to uncover her identity. The moment I did, my Magic Power was violently repelled. I instinctively clapped my hands over my eyes, the sting sharp and sudden.

What the hell just happened? 

Nothing like this had ever occurred before. I stood there, bewildered by the unprecedented phenomenon. The girl, however, didn't seem to have done anything. She continued to eat the food laid out before her with single-minded focus, showing no concern and certainly no restraint.

Was my Appraisal just malfunctioning?

"Are you all right?" 

Fee was the first to notice my distress. 

"Yeah. It’s nothing major."

"…I think it’s time we brought this party to a close," Fee said firmly. "The rest of you can relax."

"I told you, I’m really fine."

Fee didn't believe a word of it. She grabbed my arm and forcibly marched me toward the bedroom.

◇　◇　◇

"Did something happen back there?"

After we returned to the room and I was forced onto the bed, Fee leaned over and looked into my eyes with concern.

"Do you remember when I used Appraisal on you before?"

"Of course," she replied.

I rarely spoke to others about my Appraisal skill, but since it required me to channel Magic Power into my eyes, anyone standing close enough could tell when I was using it. Fee, having been on the receiving end of it during a face-to-face session, remembered the sensation well.

"Truth is, I just tried to use it on that girl."

"And?"

"Something repelled it."

"Was your Magic Power insufficient, Lord Yuri?"

Is that even possible? I wondered. To test the theory, I turned my gaze toward Fee.

Name: Fee
Gender: Female
Age: 11
Race: Beastman
Occupation: Apprentice Maid
Level: 10
HP: 31/31 (E)
MP: 3/3 (E)
Attack: 8 (E)
Defense: 6 (E)
Agility: 16 (C)
Magic Power: 2 (E)

【Skills】
Dagger: 3 (C)

【Magic】
Earth: 1 (E)
Wind: 1 (D)

The Appraisal worked perfectly. Fee had been following me and fighting various Monsters, and it showed—her Level had risen considerably. She was actually becoming a decent combatant.

When I stopped the flow of Magic Power, I noticed Fee’s face was flushed a deep red.

"Hm? Is something wrong?"

"It’s… it’s nothing."

"Are you sure? You look like you have a fever. You’ve done enough for today, you should get some rest too."

"…You say that," Fee muttered, "but you’re just going to try using magic in secret the moment I leave, aren't you?"

"I wouldn't dream of it. Not today. You can rest easy."

"I can’t. You always say that right before you go and use magic anyway."

"In those cases, it’s usually force majeure. You know, Monsters attacking out of the blue and all that…"

"I suppose that’s true," Fee said, finally letting a small smile slip.

Just then, there was a knock at the door.

"Come in."

"Excuse us."

Emilina and Fritz walked in as if they owned the place. Perhaps because we’d gone through this exact routine before, their entrance felt somewhat lacking in energy. I sighed and sat up in bed.

"Did something happen?"

"No," Emilina said. "We simply wanted to consult with you regarding our next steps."

"Right. I suppose I haven’t given you a clear answer yet."

"Exactly. A Demon Lord Subjugation Request has already been issued. Why are you still just sitting here?"

The truth was simple: I didn't feel like I could win against the current Demon Lord. 

In the Original Game, the player could technically challenge the Demon Lord early on. However, compared to the final boss version, the early-game Demon Lord possessed utterly broken stats. I wasn't sure if the developers intended it as a "completionist" challenge, but he had enough power to make victory a matter of luck, even if your Level was at the Level Cap.

He was a martial-arts type with a massive, muscular frame. Every turn, his HP would undergo Super Regeneration, and he would pummel you with terrifying Attack Power. Most players assumed he was purely a physical threat, but having played a Second Playthrough, I knew better.

If you fought his "Perfect Form" in the early stages, he would supplement those physical strikes with high-tier magic every single turn. The magic was actually more devastating than his fists. It led to a common fan theory: the Demon Lord was actually a Mage whose magic had been sealed by some plot device by the time the late-game rolled around.

Now that the Demon Lord Subjugation Request was active, a confrontation was inevitable. But charging in now was suicide. I had been promised independence if I fulfilled the request; I just had to kill him within the deadline. There was zero reason to attack while he was at his absolute peak. 

Even for the late-game version of the Demon Lord, the recommended Level was 50. We hadn't even reached half of that.

"Do you honestly think we can win if we challenge him right now?"

"If it's us—"

Emilina was being far too optimistic. Given her history of plotting, I wondered if this "thoughtlessness" was just another act.

"No. As we are now, we wouldn't stand a chance. Especially you and Emma."

Fritz and I had reached double-digit Levels by slaying Dragons and members of the Demon Race. Emilina and her group were still stuck in the single digits. Taking on the Demon Lord in this state was a non-starter.

"…I see. So we are to focus on building our strength for the time being."

"Exactly. I’ll need you to move eventually, but until then, just take it easy in this territory."

"What’s this? Are you lot actually planning to defeat the Demon Lord?"

The little girl had slipped into the room without me even noticing. She really was a phantom.

"…And if we are?"

"Well, I owe you for the bed and the meal, so I’ll give you some advice: you’re just going to die for nothing."

Does she know something about him? I wondered. Is she one of the Demon Race? The fact that she could block my Appraisal suggested she was high-ranking.

"…I don't recall saying you could stay the night yet."

"What?! But the conversation was flowing so perfectly toward you letting me stay!" The girl shouted, leaning in toward me.

"I don't mind you staying. But in exchange, tell me what you know about the Demon Lord."

"I suppose that’s fair."

The girl hopped onto my bed and sat down, a fearless smirk crossing her face. 

"The current Demon Lord is a high-rank Mage. If you don’t have a way to nullify magic, you’ll never win."

"I knew that already. Can you give me anything more specific?"

Her smirk vanished, replaced by genuine shock. "Wh-Why do you know that?! I haven't told a soul!"

She looked genuinely rattled. Was that her "trump card" info? If so, she might not actually know as much as I’d hoped.

"Well, you can stay regardless, even if you don't have anything else to say…"

She was likely just like the other Orphans—struggling just to survive. But my pity seemed to wound her pride. Her face turned red as she scrambled to find something else.

"R-Right! For example… what if I told you the one people call the Demon Lord right now is actually a Body Double, and the real one is someone else entirely?!"

"I-Is that true?!" 

Emilina was the one who took the bait. Seeing her reaction, the girl puffed out her chest, satisfied that she finally had the upper hand.

"Yes, it’s the truth. A Demon Lord needs to maintain a certain level of dignity, after all."

"I see… So the real Demon Lord doesn't look the part?"

The Demon Lord I knew from the game looked exactly like a stereotypical final boss. Was that version just a fake? Or does the real Demon Lord get replaced before the game’s story officially begins? I needed more.

"Exactly. That’s why the Body Double is a big, hulking brute who looks exactly like what you’d expect. He’s reasonably strong in his own right, though."

A chill ran down my spine. The "image" of the Demon Lord she was describing—the brute—was exactly what I remembered from the Original Game.

If that was the case, I was looking at a worst-case scenario. There was a Demon Lord out there even stronger than the one I feared, and there was a very real chance both of them could march on us at once. I had already killed several of the Demon Race who had targeted this land. It was perfectly logical to assume the Demon Lord would retaliate.

"That is excellent information. Thank you," I said, my mind racing. "It looks like I need to overhaul our defenses immediately. We have to be ready for an invasion at any moment."

We needed to raise the residents' stats. We needed fortifications. We needed a plan.

"Wait, n-no! The Demon Race has no intention of attacking other countries… I think?"

The girl spoke with a hint of panic in her voice, but her words didn't reach me. I was already too deep in thought, calculating the odds of our survival against the coming storm.
Strengthening Defenses

The next day, I set to work on bolstering the territory’s defenses.

Our military strength currently consisted almost entirely of Mercenaries. However, these were strictly freelancers. If you asked me whether they would risk their lives for the territory in a true crisis, the answer was a resounding "no." If they realized they were outmatched, they would prioritize their own survival. That was simply the nature of being a Mercenary; it was how they stayed alive.

I couldn't afford to rely on them too much. It would be pathetic if our entire defense crumbled just because they decided to pack up and leave. 

Furthermore, while our solid City Walls made us resilient against ground-based Attacks, we were facing the Demon Race. I had to account for the possibility of aerial assaults or magical bombardments. As things stood, our current situation was unacceptable. If we were targeted by magic, the City Walls would actually become a hindrance, trapping us with nowhere to run.

There was magic to create walls for protection or to buff the body, but those spells were designed to protect individuals. None of them were large enough to shield an entire territory.

"It would’ve been nice if there was a spell like a Barrier," I mused.

"Actually, there is," Emilina said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

"Really!?"

"Yes. Within Ultimate Light Attribute Magic, there is a Barrier Magic designed to protect entire cities. The reason the Church is located in the Royal Capital is specifically to maintain the Barrier that shields the town."

"I see. So we could protect the territory with that... But who can actually use Ultimate Light Magic like that?"

"...I suppose it is impossible right now, isn't it?"

Eventually, Emilina or Emma might become capable of casting it, but the Demon Race would likely attack long before then. We didn't have the luxury of time.

"We won't be able to use it immediately, then."

"What will you do instead?" Emilina asked.

"The Demon Race is weak to Light, right?"

"That is correct. It is generally accepted that the Light Attribute is their weakness."

In that case, if I could detonated a Magic Stone infused with Light Magic Power, it should inflict a decent amount of damage. If I recalled correctly, the item was called a Bomb Stone (Light). In the game, its effect was: When used in battle, deals Light Attribute damage to the enemy.

The necessary materials were Magic Stones, Gunpowder, and Light Magic. With Emilina or Emma’s help, it would be relatively easy to mass-produce. In this case, Emma was the better choice for the task. Emilina had to return to the Church in the Royal Capital frequently, meaning she couldn't be here to provide constant protection.

I decided I would have Emma use her Light Magic to her absolute limit every day. This would force her Light Magic Level to rise quickly until she finally unlocked that Barrier Magic.

"Lord Yuri, you look like you’re having fun," Emma noted.

"Do I?"

"Yeah. You're grinning like crazy."

Well, it doesn't matter who the subject is; grinding Levels is always satisfying.

◇　◇　◇

The following day, Hero Emma’s special training began in earnest.

At dawn, just as the sun began to peek over the horizon, I gathered with Fee, Emma, and Fritz at a plaza near the mansion—a site currently slated for future construction. It was the Hero Party, minus Emilina.

"Yaaawn... Why did you have to wake me up this early...?" Emma asked, mid-yawn.

"Because we have work to do for the territory during the day. The only time we can spare for training is dawn or late at night."

"I guess that makes sense... So, what is this 'training' anyway?"

"It's simple. All you have to do is channel your Light Magic into these."

I produced a massive pile of Magic Stones. Emma’s face immediately fell into an expression of utter exasperation.

"Just how many are there? With my current Magic Power, I’d be completely tapped out after filling just one stone."

"That’s exactly why we're doing this. Your capacity is too low. I want to pull it up until you can last at least a full day."

"...Where on earth do you find a human who can use magic for an entire day?"

"I can," I replied flatly.

"No way..."

"It’s the truth. Besides, your Magic Power won't run out just from one stone."

To demonstrate, I infused Magic Power into a stone myself. Seeing this sparked a competitive fire in Emma; she gripped a Magic Stone and began infusing it with her own power.

"What should I do?" Fritz asked.

To be honest, I hadn't actually invited Fritz. When I mentioned I was training Emma for the Demon Lord subjugation, he had simply tagged along on his own.

"For you, Fritz? I guess you should stick to practice swings."

"I don't see how just swinging a sword around is going to make me stronger."

"That's not true. If you neglect the basics, you'll never reach the top."

"Ugh... Fine. I get it."

Fritz began to swing his Shovel. Why he insisted on using a Shovel remained a complete mystery to me, but I let it slide.

◇　◆　◇

In the Royal Capital, within the Lousouth House mansion, sat the office of Baron Balan. Although the sun had long since set, the room was dark, illuminated only by the cold glow of the moon. Balan sat at his desk, peering at a letter.

"I see. So the Demon Lord has headed for the Frontier Region."

"The Frontier Region? You mean Lord Yuri’s territory?" his butler asked.

"That’s the only place interesting enough to entice the Demon Lord to move personally." A predatory smile spread across Balan’s face. "That Demon Lord—that little brat—is quite the nuisance. It’s about time I erased her."

"Is that even possible? She is said to be the strongest among the Demon Race, whose Aptitude is already naturally high."

"I am well aware. However, that Frontier Region currently plays host to a Hero, a Saint, and a Dragon Slayer. Don't you think that’s more than enough military might?" Balan let out a sharp chuckle.

"However, those individuals have no reason to go out of their way to subjugate her. Unlike the Demon Lords of old who ravaged human lands, the current one is reportedly a moderate."

"It would be so much better if she would just attack this country and plunge it into chaos... That’s exactly why she’s in the way. We need to install a much more foolish member of the Demon Race as the Demon Lord."

"Can it really be done so easily? I find it hard to imagine."

"That’s what Yuri is for, isn't it? He’s finally found a use for himself." Balan noted that Yuri was specifically traveling with the Dragon Slayer. The boy had inferior Aptitude, but he seems to have a talent for manipulation.

"...I see. You intend to dangle a lure to make them challenge the Demon Lord."

"Exactly. The King has already issued a formal subjugation request. I’m simply providing a little 'support' from my end."

"What do you intend to do, specifically?"

"He likely doesn't know what the Demon Lord actually looks like. I’ll simply have the information leaked to him. Once he realizes she’s right under his nose, he’ll attack."

"It is, after all, a request from the King."

"Precisely. Also, send word to the Crow. The Demon Lord will likely survive the initial clash, but she’ll be pushed to her limits. Tell them to strike when she’s exhausted."

"Understood. I shall contact them immediately." The butler bowed and exited the room.

◇　◆　◇

The Crow was one of the Dark Guilds in the Royal Capital, specializing primarily in assassinations. They were a small, elite group that took on few jobs, but their success rate was unparalleled. 

The leader of the Crow, a slender, handsome man named Totto, sat across from the Lousouth butler.

"So, we just need to eliminate the Demon Lord and Yuri?"

"Yes. However, I am told both are formidable. Strike when they are weakened."

"Heh... are you suggesting you don't trust the strength of the Crow?" Totto leveled a sharp, suffocating gaze at the butler. The sheer pressure made the butler flinch involuntarily.

"This operation cannot be allowed to fail. I am simply asking you to choose the most certain path to success."

"...Fine. We’ll follow the script. In exchange, we get to handle the finer details however we please. Understood?"

The butler couldn't quite grasp the true meaning behind the proposal, but seeing no reason to refuse, he nodded. "Of course. We only care that the Demon Lord and Yuri are removed from the stage."

"Then let's talk numbers. One hundred Platinum Coins up front. Nine hundred more upon successful completion. How does that sound?"

"Very well. We agree to those terms."

A Platinum Coin was worth a hundred gold coins, roughly equivalent to one million yen each. This butler really isn't suited for intrigue, Totto thought. The rest of the negotiation was Totto’s show. Since Balan had given the order to spare no expense, the butler agreed to the staggering sum without a fight.

"The contract is sealed. We’ll head for the territory immediately. I assume it’s fine if we blend in normally before stabbing them in the back?"

"Certainly. I leave the methods to you."

Once the talk was over, the butler took the contract and departed. Totto watched him go and let out a long sigh.

"I can't believe I’m being relegated to babysitting..."

"Hey, it’s a Duke’s house. At least the pay is good." Ren, the Crow’s number two, appeared out of nowhere and flopped into the chair the butler had just vacated.

"It’s blood money. Regardless, keep at least one person stationed here at all times just in case."

"...Got it." 

Totto didn't trust the butler’s master for a second. Balan would likely try to dispose of the Crow once the mission was over. The massive payment was likely "hush money" in anticipation of that. But Totto wouldn't let it happen.

"The members of this guild are family to me. I won't let any of them get hurt."

"Then you shouldn't have taken the job in the first place!"

"You know how it is, Ren. In our line of work, you can never have enough gold."

"Yeah, yeah. I get it. So, should I go ahead and scout the place?"

"I’m counting on you."

"I literally just got back, you know."

"Consider yourself lucky. It's a fresh start."

"Sigh... You just don't want to make the trip to the Frontier Region yourself, do you?"

Ren stood and walked toward a bare wall. When he placed his hand against it, a door manifested out of raw Magic Power.

"...I’m off."

Ren opened the door, stepping directly into Yuri’s territory.
A Budget Inn (With Excellent Amenities)

I arrived in Yuri Lousouth’s territory via Spatial Leap.

In the Kingdom of Inraku, few organizations can rival the Dark Guild known as "The Crow." As their number two, I possess considerable Aptitude, but even for someone of my caliber, a high-tier spell like Teleportation Magic isn't something that can be tossed around lightly.

Even with my level of Magic Power, the distance dictates everything. At most, I can manage three jumps a day. The trip from the Royal Capital to this Frontier Region was an exhausting, long-distance haul. By the time I landed, my Magic Power was effectively zero.

I guess I’m sleeping rough tonight. Damn it. When I get back, I’m making the guys buy me a drink for this.

I stepped out from behind the wall of a temporary housing unit and froze.

"…Huh?"

For a second, I thought I’d botched the coordinates. I was supposed to be in a rural backwater on the edge of the world, but the place before me was a meticulously planned, beautifully maintained town. It was hard to believe I’d actually reached my destination.

Tch. Did I run out of mana mid-jump? 

If your Magic Power fails during Teleportation Magic, you drop out wherever the energy runs dry. I’d handled a job elsewhere, jumped to the Royal Capital, and then immediately jumped for the frontier. I thought my math was solid, but I must have wasted a bit of mana somewhere along the way.

I didn't know the first thing about this town, let alone where to find a bed. I had no choice but to flag down a man walking nearby.

"Got a second?"

"What's up?" the man asked, stopping.

He was carrying a Shovel on his back for some reason. The moment he turned around and I saw his face, a cold spike of regret shot through me.

A Dragon Slayer?! What the hell is he doing here?

Maybe he’d already caught wind that "The Crow" was moving. I couldn't stop myself from glaring at him, my instincts on high alert. But the Dragon Slayer just kept that easy smile on his face.

"Are you a Mercenary? Just get into town?"

I exhaled slowly, relieved he’d jumped to his own conclusion. "Y-Yeah. Exactly. I’m looking for an inn."

"I see. I’m actually heading that way myself. Want to walk with me?"

This was actually a stroke of luck. If I could get close to a Dragon Slayer, I might be able to squeeze some intel out of him about this land.

"I’ll take you up on that."

I gave a quick nod and followed him toward the inn. I realized halfway there that I’d forgotten to ask him why he was carrying a Shovel.



The inn looked new—a two-story wooden building with a surprisingly clean exterior. Inside, the lobby doubled as a reception area, and it was spacious enough to breathe. I’d seen places like this decked out in gaudy, nouveau-riche gold, but this place was minimalist. Functional. I liked it.

"We’re here. Hey! You’ve got a customer!" my guide shouted.

"Coming—!"

A girl about two heads shorter than me scurried out from the back.

"Welcome to the Meat Inn. Are you staying the night?"

"Ah… Yeah. Can I get a room for one night?"

"Understood! Right this way!"

She started to lead me toward the stairs immediately, and I had to put a hand up to stop her.

"Wait, wait. Don't I pay the bill first?"

"Oh! R-Right. I’m so sorry!"

She was clearly a rookie. She rushed back to the counter and bowed so low her head nearly hit the wood. As a guy who prefers to stay in the shadows, her frantic energy was making me nervous.

"Don't sweat it. Is it about five Silver Coins for the night?"

In the Royal Capital, a room goes for a Gold Coin. Out here in the Frontier Region, you can usually find something for five silver. But the girl just beamed at me.

"Actually, it’s just one Silver Coin!"

That’s way too cheap. I found myself worrying about their profit margins, even though it wasn't my problem. She must have seen that look before, because her smile didn't waver.

"We’re currently developing the surrounding land and we need all the help we can get. The Lord is subsidizing the costs, so it’s a total bargain right now."

"Oh. I see."

So the Lord was trying to attract labor. But wouldn't you limit the discount to people actually working? I wasn't about to complain about a low price, but dealing with a kid in a place this cheap felt… off.

"How many nights will you be staying?"

"Just one."

"Understood! Follow me!"

"I said take the money first!"

Talking was getting me nowhere. I pulled out five Silver Coins and slapped them onto the counter with an intentional clink.

"Oh? Are you staying for five days?"

"The rest is a tip. Take it."

"A tip? I don’t really get it, but okay!" She scooped up the coins, oblivious.

"While I’m at it, what’s the situation with food?"

"We have a Grand Dining Hall. It doubles as a public restaurant, so it gets pretty crowded, but the food is great." She gave a little wry laugh. This place was better equipped than I’d expected.

"Got it. Also… can I get some hot water?"

"Hot water?"

"Yeah. To wipe myself down."

"Oh… well, we have a Grand Bath, you know?"

"HUH?!"

I yelled it before I could stop myself, drawing every eye in the lobby. I winced and lowered my voice, leaning in. "Are you serious? This inn actually has a bath?"

"The inn… well, actually, every house in this town has one. If you want something even bigger, there’s a Public Bathhouse down the street…"

What is going on here?

To have running water, you either need a well and a lot of manual labor, or you have to hire a Mage with a water affinity. To fill a Grand Bath, you’d need someone capable of Intermediate Magic. That’s the kind of luxury only the high nobility in the Royal Capital enjoy.

And yet, here was a one-silver inn on the frontier claiming to have one?

I felt like I was being tricked by the Demon Race. Maybe their idea of a 'Grand Bath' is just a slightly larger bucket, I thought. I had things to do, but my curiosity won out. I told her I’d wash up first and headed for the tubs.



The Grand Bath didn't just meet my expectations; it shattered them.

"You’ve got to be kidding me…"

I’d prepared myself for a lukewarm tub, but this was a massive, steaming pool. The water was perfectly hot—they had to be burning a fortune in fuel or using magic to maintain the temperature. Using this bath once was worth more than the single Silver Coin I’d paid for the room.

But the real shock came when I actually got in. As I sank into the water, the exhaustion drained away—and my Magic Power began to surge.

This bath… it recovers mana?!

For a Mage, Magic Power recovery is life or death. Finding a source of it in a common bathhouse was utterly inconceivable. I usually just do a quick scrub and get out, but I stayed in that water until I was pruned.

Once I confirmed my mana was fully restored, I headed to the dining hall. I wasn't expecting much. Frontier inns usually have meager supplies; you’re lucky if the meat isn't spoiled.

But when I walked in, it looked like a festival. Mercenaries were shouting and drinking, and the tables were piled high with food that smelled so good my stomach actually growled.

"Are you new here, mister?"

A girl emerged from the kitchen and led me to an open seat.

"Sorry it’s so loud. It’s always like this around dinner…"

"Don't worry about it. It looks like everyone’s having a good time."

"I’m glad you think so!" She gave me a bright smile.

"So, what’s on the menu?"

"Oh, sorry. We don’t really have a menu yet because we don’t have a huge variety of ingredients."

Fair enough, I thought. Supplies must be tight. I didn't realize she was just a novice cook who hadn't mastered many recipes yet.

"Fine. Just bring me whatever you recommend. And one of those drinks."

"You got it! I’ll make it special!"

She vanished into the kitchen. A few minutes later, she returned and began covering my table in a literal mountain of food.

"Wait! There’s no way I can eat all this!"

"Oh! I-I’m sorry! It’s your first time here, so I guess I got a little too excited… Is it… is it a problem?"

She looked like she was about to burst into tears. I felt a massive wave of guilt. "No… actually, I’m starving. This is great."

I fought a war with that table. By the time I finished "subjugating" the last plate, I could barely breathe.

"Time to crawl back to my room…"

I flagged the girl down to pay the bill.

"Oh, you’re staying at the inn, right? The food is included in your stay. Don't worry about it!"

"Wait, what?!"

A mana-restoring bath and a feast? All for one silver? How was this Lord even making this work? I was starting to get very curious about the man running this territory, but I had a job to do.

"First things first," I muttered to myself. "I need to find the Lousouth estate and deal with this Yuri guy…"

"You looking for me?"

The voice came from right behind me. I’d let my guard down completely. I whirled around, heart hammering against my ribs.

Standing there was a young boy, a Beastman girl, and the Dragon Slayer I’d met earlier. They were all eating the exact same meal I’d just struggled to finish.

"Ah… uh… Lord Yuri?"

"That’s right. I’m Yuri Lousouth, the Lord of this territory. And you’re Ren, of 'The Crow'."

One of the boy’s eyes glowed a faint, predatory red as he gave me an audacious smile. He already knew who I was. He’d known the whole time.

Everything about him screamed that he was someone I should never have crossed. I felt a cold sweat break out across my neck as I desperately tried to figure out a way to get out of that room alive.
Teleportation Magic

After our training session, Fee and I headed over to the inn the children were running to see how things were faring.

I had left the management entirely to them after providing the building and the ingredients, but since their clientele consisted of rowdy mercenaries, I couldn't help but feel a lingering sense of unease.

However—

“They’re doing unexpectedly well,” I noted.

“Everyone is working so hard,” Fee added.

Watching the children work so diligently set my mind at ease. If anything, the mercenaries seemed to have taken a liking to them; I even spotted a few of the men surreptitiously handing out snacks.

Still, just in case there were hidden problems, I decided to check in.

“How is the work going? Any issues so far?”

“Meat Big Brother! Everything’s fine. Everyone is really happy!” the girl at the reception desk chirped.

I really wish they’d stop calling me ‘Meat Big Brother.’ Al had started it, and for some reason, the nickname had spread among the rest of the children before I could even think to correct it. It was strange, considering I hadn’t even been handing out meat lately.

Regardless, her enthusiasm made me feel a certain sense of obligation, so I made sure the inn was supplied with a massive amount of Monster Meat. 

Since the stampede, the monster population had been steadily recovering, and the mercenaries were bringing in plenty of kills. We kept the meat in the warehouse to prevent an immediate food shortage, but relying solely on hunting meant our supply was prone to fluctuations. I’d have to consider the logistics of raising livestock eventually.

As I was lost in thought, Fritz approached our table, his hands piled high with plates of food.

“Yuri? Didn't expect to see you here.”

“Just some business. What about you, Fritz? Why are you here?”

“Me? I eat all my meals here.”

“Is that so? I had no idea.”

“Now that you mention it,” Fritz said, gesturing with his chin, “I ran into some guy on the way in. He was looking for a room. Probably a new mercenary.”

I followed his gaze to a young man who looked far too slender to be a mercenary. He wore a black robe, seemingly trying to hide his face, but perhaps realizing how suspicious that looked, he had pulled his hood back just enough to remain visible.

“He looks suspicious,” I muttered.

“Eh, mercenaries wear all kinds of gear,” Fritz shrugged.

I suppose he had a point. Being a mercenary didn't strictly require heavy armor. In fact, while knights and soldiers stayed encased in steel, mercenaries often opted for light gear to stay mobile while traveling between territories.

Just as I was considering this, the man in the black robe whispered my name. 

That was all the invitation I needed. I stood up and approached him.

“Did you have some business with me?” I asked. 

As I spoke, I activated Appraisal.

Name: Ren
Gender: Male | Age: 24 | Race: Human
Occupation: Member of the Crow Guild
Level: 26
HP: 134/134 (D)
MP: 67/82 (D)
Attack: 17 (D)
Defense: 11 (E)
Agility: 24 (C)
Magic Power: 21 (C)

【Skills】
Dagger: 4 (C)

【Magic】
Teleportation: 4 (E)

The Crow Guild. The name rang a bell. 

If I remember the Original Game correctly, one of the mid-bosses was the leader of the Crow. He was an easy enough opponent, provided you prepared for his one-hit-kill poison.

In other words, the guild Ren belonged to likely had ties to the Mastermind—my father.

Despite my suspicion, I found myself intensely curious about his magic. In the Original Game, the Teleportation Attribute was treated as a joke. It was useless in combat, and while it allowed for fast travel between towns, players usually just took a carriage to save a precious party slot. 

However, that was game logic. In reality, Teleportation Magic was incredibly versatile. The ability to instantly jump to any town at will was nothing short of a cheat.

Even if I couldn't convince him to become a permanent resident, I wanted to leave a good impression. I forced a smile, trying to look as non-threatening as possible.

“Ah… um… Lord Yuri?”

“The same. I am Yuri Lousouth, the Lord of the Lousouth Territory. And you are Ren, of the Crow.”

I intentionally spoke his identity aloud so Fee and Fritz would hear it. Ren visibly recoiled, trembling with sheer terror.

“I’m not going to eat you,” I said dryly. “Go ahead, take a seat.”

I gestured to an empty chair at our table. Ren glanced toward the exit for a split second, but realizing the distance was too great to outrun us, he sat down obediently.

“…So, what do you want to talk about?”

“Let’s start simple. How do you find the town?”

I had intended it as a casual question about his comfort, but Ren seemed to read a far more sinister meaning into it.

“…I get it. I give up. If you know this much already, there’s no point in lying.” Ren raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “But tell me—how did you know I was here to investigate the town?”

“Eh? Oh… your attitude when you were trying to flee, I suppose?”

I had suspected an assassination attempt, but it turned out he was just on a reconnaissance mission. Honestly, a confession like that wouldn't even warrant the death penalty. In many cases, it wouldn't even be prosecuted as a crime.

“I see… I still have much to learn,” Ren muttered.

“So? What did your investigation conclude?”

“I’ve only seen a fraction of it, but to be honest… this place is nothing short of a threat.”

“A threat? What do you mean by that?”

“An absurdly cheap inn, an all-you-can-use bath, and meals that actually fill your stomach… If people start living in a town like this, they’ll never be able to leave. How is that anything but dangerous?” Ren argued with strange intensity.

Hearing such a straightforward compliment actually made me feel quite proud.

“If you feel that strongly about it, why not move here yourself?”

“…No. I can’t betray the Crow.”

He hesitated. That was an opening. It was time for one final push.

“You wouldn’t necessarily have to betray them. With your magic, you could rush back to them whenever you needed to, couldn't you?”

“You even knew about my magic…?”

“Of course.”

I needed to project an image of omniscience—that I knew more than just what was happening in the streets, but the very secrets he carried. By offering him a compromise he was likely to accept from the start, I had him cornered. No one would be able to resist such a deal.

“Can I ask one more thing?” Ren asked.

“If it's something I can answer.”

“Why do you cherish your people so much? You're a Lord. Shouldn't you be focused on how to squeeze every last asset out of them?”

“What would be the point of that?”

“Eh…?”

“This is the frontier. There isn't much to spend money on anyway. Besides, I have a steady stream of income from Magic Tools. With a separate revenue stream, I have no need to exploit my citizens.”

“Magic... Tools?” Ren looked at me as if I were a different species. “Are you telling me you can mass-produce them?”

“I can manage that much. They aren't exactly rare.”

“No, they’re rare! They’re incredibly expensive! They aren't the kind of thing you just leave lying around in a cheap inn!”

“Well, I have no use for them myself.”

The raw materials came from my hunts, meaning the production cost was essentially zero. Giving them away didn't hurt my bottom line in the slightest.

“So, what’s your decision?”

“…May I consult with the Guild Master, Totto?”

“Certainly.”

I harbored a faint hope that, if I played my cards right, the rest of the guild might follow suit and settle here.

“Yuri, can I eat this?”

Lucille suddenly cut into the conversation. As usual, she was driven entirely by her stomach. She had likely followed our scent or been lured in by the aroma of the food.

As I moved to soothe her like one would a hungry child, I noticed Ren’s jaw hanging open.

“I-is that… even the Demon Lord is tamed?! Is it even possible to oppose this man?”

He whispered the words under his breath, and I only caught fragments of his panicked muttering.

“A-anyway, I’ll talk to Totto first. I’ll be in touch.”

“Right. I’ll be waiting.”

With that, our dinner meeting came to an end.

At that moment, Ren’s heart was already won over. But as we sat there in the warm glow of the inn, none of us realized that this encounter would be the catalyst for a new brand of trouble descending upon the territory.
Improving the Fields

In the end, Ren—who had retreated to his room following our talk—was conscientious enough to come and find me the next morning to say his goodbyes.

“I’m going to try and talk sense into Totto,” he said.

He seemed determined, his expression set with a newfound resolve.

I, however, still had my reservations. 

I hope he can convince him, but with Balan—the Mastermind—looming in the background, I doubt this will conclude without some kind of incident.

“Wait a moment,” I called out.

A rare Teleportation Mage was on the verge of settling in my territory. I couldn't simply let this opportunity slip through my fingers. I intended to provide whatever support I could to ensure his success.

I handed Ren a prototype Magic Tool in the form of a Misanga.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“A prototype Magic Tool. If you find yourself in a bind, it should be able to help you out.”

It wasn't a guarantee that he would become an ally yet. Considering the risk of the item falling into the Mastermind’s hands, I had designed it as a disposable, single-use tool. While the effect itself wasn't overwhelmingly powerful, for someone like Ren, it could very well be the difference between life and death.

“Thanks. This helps.”

Ren immediately tied the Misanga around his wrist.

Watching this, Fee knit her brows slightly. Her gaze was fixed intently on the Misanga now adorning Ren’s arm. 

To be honest, that thing would be almost useless if Fee tried to use it...

Suppreasing a wry smile, I reached over and patted Fee on the head.

“I’ll make one specifically for you next time, so forgive me for now, okay?”

“R-Really?! Thank you!” Fee’s eyes went wide before she broke into a radiant smile.

“Look, I feel incredibly awkward just standing here,” Ren cut in. “Can I go now?”

“Why is it awkward? Well, whatever. Just be careful out there.”

I watched Ren leave, feeling a bit puzzled. 

The act of moving via Teleportation Magic was unexpectedly abrupt. A door-like shape manifested in the air; Ren stepped through it, and a moment later, both he and the portal vanished without leaving so much as a footprint behind.



After seeing off the Teleportation Mage, we headed down to the fields.

As soon as Al spotted me, he came rushing over.

“Meat Big Bro! You actually came!”

“I heard everyone was experimenting with different methods, so I wanted to see the progress for myself.”

I looked over the plots. As the reports of "thin soil" had suggested, almost nothing was growing properly.

“I see... Just as I thought, we need to restore the soil’s fertility first.”

“Soil fertility?” Al tilted his head.

“It means the Earth lacks nutrients. For now, let’s try spreading compost on one of the plots.”

Because I had been so thorough with the installation of the Sewerage system, collecting enough compost was actually proving to be a bit difficult. I’d have to consult Alan about that later.

“If the soil is this far gone, maybe we should try converting it into a rice paddy to reset the land... It’s probably best to test multiple methods simultaneously.”

“Got it. Can you teach me how?”

“I’m not exactly an expert myself,” I admitted.

It would be a lot easier if we had a professional farmer in the territory.

I dug through the archives of my memory, pulling out whatever vague knowledge I had to instruct Al. The boy listened intently, hanging on my every word as if he didn't want to miss a single syllable. 

And yet, despite his focus, my instructions somehow suffered a strange mutation by the time they reached his brain.

“I get it! So I just have to go to the bathroom in the field, right?”

“No, you don't get it at all! Yes, human waste can be used as fertilizer, but if you use it raw, you'll just spread pathogens and ruin the crops.”

“Hmm, this is hard.”

“Al, all you need to do is spread the fertilizer we deliver, let the field rest for a while, and then try planting. For now, we'll focus on preparing the rice paddy, right?”

“Understood! One for resting, one for the rice paddy, and one for the Meat Field!”

“...The Meat Field?”

A term I had never heard before jumped out at me. 

Is there some kind of method to 'grow' Monsters? I wondered for a second, but Al’s logic turned out to be far more literal.

“I heard once that if you plant meat in the ground, you can harvest tons of it! I’ve been waiting to try it out ever since we started the fields!”

“Yeah... that’s a lie.”

“What?! T-There’s no way!”

“Think about it, Al. Meat comes from Monsters. You’ve been a hunter; you should know that better than anyone.”

“Well, yeah... I have. But I thought if it grew in a field, I wouldn't have to do anything dangerous anymore...”

“What you’re looking for is livestock. We’ll prepare those eventually—animals we raise specifically for their meat.”

“Wait, that exists?! You can grow meat?!” Al’s eyes sparkled.

Was it just my imagination, or did he still think the meat itself was going to grow like a plant, just with the label 'livestock' attached?

“Anyway, that’s the deal, so give up on the Meat Field. Instead...”

I had been trying to think realistically, but I suddenly remembered that this world functioned on Magic Power. What would happen if I applied that to agriculture?

I happened to have some leftover Magic Stones that Emma had used for practicing her Light Magic. I wondered what would happen if I ground them into Magic Stone Powder and scattered it over the soil. Since I couldn't predict the outcome, a trial run seemed appropriate.

“Can you sprinkle this powder for me?”

“White powder!” Al chirped.

“It’s not white, and it’s definitely not anything illegal.”

I corrected him immediately; he was making it sound far more suspicious than it was.

“So I just sprinkle this, right?”

“Yeah. And I want you to grow a control group alongside it—a plot where you don't use the powder at all. I want to compare the difference.”

“Then we should start all the tests at the same time.”

Getting Alan to supply the compost and digging out the rice paddy would take time. However, for a proper comparison, starting them simultaneously was the right call.

“Agreed. I’ll go tell Alan to get the supplies ready. Al, I’m counting on you to handle the rice paddy preparations.”

“Leave it to me!”

Al scurried off to gather the other children and began barking out orders. Even excluding the three working at the inn, there were over ten children here. Every single one of them was equipped with a Stone Hoe I had modified with a Magic Stone. Apparently, the tools were a huge hit because they allowed even a child to till the Earth with ease.

In a nearby shed, they had also stored Stone Axes, Stone Sickles, surplus seeds, and lumber. I was told the children had built the shed themselves.

They had become a significant labor force. Their Levels were still too low for them to be viable in a fight, but with the right training, they might eventually become a military asset as well. 

With those thoughts drifting through my mind, I stood by and watched as the children set to work on the rice paddy.



The day after the compost arrived and we officially began our agricultural experiments, a frantic Al came sprinting to the manor early in the morning.

“Meat Big Bro! It’s an emergency!”

“What happened?! An enemy attack?!”

“N-No! Just come see! Hurry!”

Al grabbed my hand and practically dragged me toward the fields. 

When we arrived, I froze. “What... What is this?”

Despite only a single day having passed, the crops had grown so large they were already bursting with the signs of a ripe harvest.

“I woke up and saw this and freaked out, so I ran to get you!” Al explained, breathless.

If we can replicate this, the food shortage is as good as solved.

“This plot... is it—?”

“The one with the white powder!”

“It’s not white. But yes, the Magic Stone Powder plot.”

As I suspected, Magic Power could produce incredible results.

“Since they’re here, let’s try harvesting some.”

“Yeah!”

Al began picking the vegetables. As I watched him, a nagging worry entered my mind. Was food grown with Magic Stones actually safe for human consumption?

I took a freshly picked vegetable and took a bite. 

Immediately, I realized there was a fatal flaw.

“...It has no taste.”

The vegetables grown with the Magic Stone Powder looked perfect, but they were utterly flavorless and odorless. There was likely zero nutritional value in them as well. It seemed the powder acted as a catalyst for growth and nothing else.

“We can't use these as they are.”

On the bright side, there didn't seem to be any immediate ill effects from eating them. If I could fine-tune the dosage, I might be able to use it as a legitimate Growth Stimulant.

“What now, Meat Big Bro?”

“For now, we wait for the results from the other plots.”

In the end, the rice paddies and the compost-enriched fields eventually produced healthy, normal crops. We shifted our focus to those methods, while I continued to run experiments on whether mixing in a tiny fraction of Magic Stone Powder could bridge the gap between speed and quality.
Sage’s Tower

While plenty of areas still needed work, the place was finally starting to look like a town compared to when I had first arrived.

If I could just solve the labor shortage, I might actually be able to call this a respectable territory, I thought.

Our primary source of foreign currency remained the Mock Refrigerator. We were still leaning on it heavily; in fact, demand was so high that customers were clamoring for restocks rather than new products.

I had mixed feelings about that.

According to Alan, inferior imitations had already started hitting the market. He’d even suggested that I create a Certification Mark to prove a unit was an authentic Yuri-brand original.

“A ‘Mock’ Mock Refrigerator, huh?”

“What was that?!” Alan barked, his eyes lighting up. “Is that a new product?”

“Obviously not. I’m talking about the fakes.”

When I chided him for his excessive zeal, he looked blatantly disappointed.

“I thought it was a golden business opportunity... I was imagining a box that could warm food up instead of cooling it down. You know, the opposite of the Mock Refrigerator.”

“Ah. You mean a Microwave or an Oven Toaster.”

“D-do you already have a prototype?!”

Alan began shuffling toward me with the slow, relentless gait of a zombie. I understood that he was greedy for anything that would sell, but he was overstepping.

“Not yet. Unlike the Mock Refrigerator, which just needs to stay cold, those require an on-off switch. I haven’t been able to get that part right.”

If the user were a Mage with a corresponding attribute, I wouldn't have to worry about the mechanics—I could just design the tool to activate when Magic Power was infused. But since I wanted these to be universal, I needed the Magic Power to be contained within the device from the start.

The Mock Refrigerator was highly valued for its versatility; anyone could use it until the unit literally fell apart. I wanted to maintain that standard.

“I might be at a bit of a stalemate on my own,” I admitted.

“I thought you might say that,” Alan said, a broad, knowing smile spreading across his face. “So, I’ve already reached out to a specialist in that field.”

He intended to lead me to this exact conclusion from the very start.

He’d played me like a fiddle. I let out a wry sigh and looked at him.

“Fine. Who is it?”

“Melty Belmolt. Surely you’ve heard of her? She is a Sage said to be second to none in the field of magic.”

Oh, I knew her. I knew her all too well.

Sage Melty. She was a late-game addition to the Hero Party. As a high-output Mage, she ranked among the top five most powerful magic users in the Original Game, capable of annihilating entire armies with rapid-fire, high-tier spells.

It wasn't an exaggeration to say that her involvement was the reason several of my father’s schemes had been exposed. In other words, to the ‘me’ of the game's timeline, she was an incredibly dangerous enemy.

Still, I saw Alan’s point. 

As someone who could manipulate the four basic attributes at a master level, she was the most likely person to find a breakthrough for my engineering problems. The trade-off was that I’d be harboring a ticking time bomb—another major character from the Original Game.

Then again, there was Emilina. Despite her being the Saint, her presence hadn't triggered a descent into ruin. Curiously, Balan hadn't made any overt moves to overthrow the kingdom yet, either. Whether he was preoccupied with something else or the plot of the Original Game simply hadn't reached its starting point, there were no signs of his shadow-work.

That was a blessing for now, but there was no doubt he would move eventually. I needed to continue my preparations for the Demon Lord subjugation. If I was going to take risks, it was better to do it now while the world was still relatively stable.

“So, is this Sage in the territory?” I asked.

“Well, I spoke with her, but she refused to come. However, if we were to go to her directly, I’m sure...”

“You know where she is?”

“Yes. She lives on the top floor of a dungeon known as the Sage’s Tower.”

I remembered it now. It was a dungeon infamous for its convoluted gimmicks and a high density of powerful Monsters.

“In other words, we have to clear the dungeon.”

“...That would be the case, yes.”

“Maybe we should just pass,” I said flatly. I had no desire to do something as suicidal as challenging an end-game dungeon this early.

“But the Sage never leaves that tower!”

“Couldn't we just catch her when she goes out for groceries?”

“Her familiars handle all the shopping, and—”

“Wait. How exactly did you ‘speak’ with her then?”

He’d definitely claimed they had communicated.

“I had the familiar carry a letter along with the groceries, of course. This was her reply.”

Alan proudly brandished a piece of parchment. It read:

If you wish to be heard, ascend to the summit of the Sage’s Tower. —Melty Belmolt

To me, it looked like a polite way of telling a merchant to get lost by naming a location he could never reach. Alan, however, was undeterred.

“This means that if we reach the top floor, she’ll listen to whatever we have to say, right?!”

“I suppose so...” 

It was true to the game logic. In the Original Game, she only lent her strength to the protagonists because they managed to reach her. 

“But clearing that tower is impossible for us,” I reminded him.

Wait. Was it actually impossible?

I fell into silence, contemplating a workaround. Alan watched me, a gleeful, silent smile tugging at his lips.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. I just thought that expression meant you’d come up with a plan.”

“It might not work.”

“It’ll be fine. I believe in Lord Yuri, after all.”

His blind faith was a little disturbing. Regardless, I turned on my heel and headed for Dozul’s Smithy to prepare the gear I’d need.



The rhythmic ring of a hammer on an anvil echoed from Dozul’s Smithy. The moment I pushed the door open, a wave of sweltering heat hit me, making me wince.

“Dozul, got a minute?”

“Wait! I’m at a critical stage!”

Dozul was in the middle of forging a sword—a massive one. It looked like the kind of greatsword Fritz used. I waited until he finished his cycle of strikes. He wiped a thick layer of sweat from his brow and approached.

“Sorry to keep you. What is it?”

“No, it’s my fault for dropping in unannounced. I need you to make something.”

I handed him a sheet of paper with the specifications for the tools I required.

“Hmm. I can make ‘em, but they’re heavy. Who’s supposed to swing these?”

“Fritz.”

He was the only one in the territory I could trust with this level of manual labor.

“You’re volunteering that lad for more work without asking again, eh? Fine. Give me a few days. I’ll balance them so they’re actually usable.”

“I’m counting on you.”

With that, the minimum preparations were set. Now, we just had to ‘conquer’ the dungeon.



At the summit of the Sage’s Tower lived Melty Belmolt, the woman rumored to be the strongest magic user in the Kingdom of Inraku.

Unlike the lower levels, which had warped into a deadly dungeon, Melty’s quarters were a chaotic mess of domesticity. Papers and books were strewn everywhere. She was so absorbed in her research that she rarely bathed, leaving her long blue hair a tangled nest. Clad in nothing but a tattered, oversized shirt that exposed her slender frame and thighs, she clearly didn't care about appearances. There was no one around to see her, anyway.

Her ears were slightly pointed—not as long as a pure member of the Elf Race, but enough to mark her as a Half-elf. She possessed the longevity and massive Magic Power of her mother’s kin, but it was her obsession that had earned her the title of Sage. She had spent nearly her entire life studying the arcane.

The nobles who had originally granted her this tower had eventually grown terrified of her rising power. In an attempt to isolate her, they had released Monsters into the lower floors. However, Melty had simply placed a Barrier around her room. The Monsters couldn't get in, and she didn't care to go out. Thus, the tower had become a bizarre vertical dungeon where only the top floor remained human territory.

Melty, who had been researching until dawn, was currently dead to the world, sleeping spread-eagle on the floor. Suddenly, a violent tremor shook the foundation, jolting her awake.

“Wh-what was that?! An earthquake?!”

She scrambled to a small window and peered down. Far below, she could make out three figures. 

Challengers? She knew her own leaking Magic Power had buffed the Monsters below, making the tower a high-rank dungeon. To her, a group of three that didn't even look particularly well-equipped seemed less like adventurers and more like a suicide pact.

Strangely, the trio made no move to enter the front gates. Instead, the tallest man drew a massive greatsword and began hacking at the base of the tower.

The stone shrieked under the blade, but the tower was reinforced and sturdy. A sword wasn't going to do anything. Or so she thought—until the man swapped the sword for a gargantuan hammer.

Then, the boy in the center began chanting. He unleashed a spell Melty had never seen before. 

Before she could process the nature of the magic, the tall man swung the hammer. The moment it connected, a massive section of the tower’s base was sheared away and sent flying like a sliced log.

“...What?!”

Melty’s jaw dropped. That wasn't human strength. Was she being attacked by a god?

She didn't have time to ponder the mystery. The trio continued their work with terrifying efficiency, slicing the tower into horizontal segments and hammering the blocks away one by one.

The tower grew shorter and shorter, floor by floor, until finally, the entire structure was gone—leaving only Melty’s top-floor chamber resting on the flattened earth.
The Shut-in Sage

I had commissioned a massive iron hammer from Dozul. 

Naturally, I’d had him forge a socket for a Magic Stone, effectively transforming it into a Magic Hammer. In the Original Game, there was a weapon called Mjolnir—it boasted the highest Attack Power in the game, provided you actually managed to land a hit. 

Since I had managed to procure a surprisingly large Magic Stone for this project, I was able to pour about a tablespoon’s worth of Enchantment Magic into the weapon. That should have been enough to boost its power significantly.

"Ugh, it’s heavy..."

I should have possessed a decent Aptitude for strength, yet I couldn't even manage to lift the thing off the ground.

"Did I not warn you? Who could possibly wield such a monstrosity?" Dozul asked. Even as a Dwarf, he looked like he was straining just to shift it.

"Don't worry. The man who can handle it is on his way."

Dozul gave me a skeptical look. A few moments later, Fritz arrived, looking entirely clueless as to why he’d been summoned.

"Yuri, you called?"

"Yeah. Your custom weapon is finished."

"R-Really!?" 

Fritz’s eyes lit up with excitement. He began scanning the room for his new gear, completely overlooking the giant hammer resting on the floor right in front of him. I pointed toward the slab of iron.

"It’s this."

Fritz froze. His eyes followed the line of my finger, eventually landing on a Dagger sitting nearby. He let out a sigh of relief.

"Hahaha... Wow, you scared me for a second. I thought you were actually going to make me swing a hammer that looks like it weighs a ton—"

"The Fritz Hammer is your weapon, Fritz. It’s only natural, since you’re the only one strong enough to use it."

Fritz stopped dead in his tracks, his hand halfway to the Dagger. He turned to look at me with the stiff, mechanical movements of a rusted robot. I simply nodded, encouraging him to give it a test run.

With a hollow expression, Fritz reached down and hoisted the Fritz Hammer. He lifted it effortlessly. As expected of Fritz.

"Hey, Yuri. You do know what weapon I usually use, right?"

Why was he asking me this now? I answered as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

"A Shovel, right? Of course I know."

"You’re wrooooooong!! My weapon is a sword! Didn't you literally make a Stone Sword for me!?"

"Ah... so you weren't just carrying that around for the aesthetic."

"You’ve seen me use it! Repeatedly!"

True, there might have been times he drew a blade, but since he even did his daily practice swings with a Shovel, I’d just assumed he had a quirk for eccentric weaponry.

"Look, this is a necessity. Just use it for now."

"If it’s necessary, fine. But where are we even going to use a thing like this?"

"At the Sage’s Tower."



The three of us—Fee, Fritz, and I—arrived at the base of the Sage’s Tower.

"Can I count on you to follow the plan?" I asked.

"...Are we really doing this? I don't see how this could possibly work."

"If it fails, we’ll pack it in. It’s an experiment, so just give it a shot."

"Haa... Fine. I get it."

Fritz took a stance with a greatsword first, testing the structural integrity of the tower. He lashed out, and to my surprise, the blade bit deep into the stone. It was unexpectedly fragile.

"This should work," Fritz muttered.

"Right. Everyone else, get back. It’s going to get dangerous."

I had come up with a shortcut to conquer the Sage’s Tower. My plan was simple: I was going to destroy the tower itself. 

It was a structure that stretched endlessly toward the sky. Logically, that meant if the foundation were compromised, the upper floors would come crashing down. As a bonus, the collapsing masonry would crush every Monster inside. 

Of course, the Sage living on the top floor would be in some danger, but given her stats, protecting herself should be trivial. In the Original Game, when she had to escape the collapsing Demon Lord's Castle, she used her magic to shield herself from the falling debris and simply flew away. I was banking on her doing the exact same thing here.

Since the benefits were so clear, I felt it was my duty to attempt a "tower-toppling" strategy that hadn't been possible in the game. And if you’re going to demolish a building, you need a hammer—hence the custom job for Fritz.

To ensure the collapse didn't go sideways, I had Fritz make precise incisions to control the direction of the fall. Then, Fritz wound up and slammed the Fritz Hammer into the tower's base.

Even with his Superhuman Strength, taking down a tower of this scale was a tall order. To tip the scales, I cast Enchantment Magic on Fritz himself. Buffing others wasn't my specialty, but it was better than nothing.

Then, the impossible happened.

Instead of the tower collapsing, the bottom floor was struck with such force that it slid out perfectly, flying into the distance like a piece in a game of Daruma Otoshi. The rest of the tower simply dropped down one level, remaining perfectly upright.

"What?" I blinked.

"W-Wow. It flew away so cleanly," Fee chirped.

"Hey! What the hell did you do!?" Fritz shouted. "Why is part of the tower flying through the air!? What about the Monsters inside!?"

"Ah... yeah. Don't worry about it. It’s... mostly going according to plan."

"How can I not worry about that!?"

"Don't stop now. Keep going."

"Fine! But you're explaining everything the second we're done!"

Fritz went back to work. I stared at the tower, baffled. Why didn't it crumble? Even to me, the scene was utterly bizarre. 

However, I noticed that Fritz’s Level increased the moment the floor segment vanished. That meant the Monsters inside were being dealt with effectively. I made a mental note to go find the "flying dungeons" later. 

I watched in silence as another segment of the Sage’s Tower was launched into the horizon.



Fritz continued his rhythmic demolition until every floor except the very top had been swatted away.

"Is this enough?" he asked, leaning on his hammer.

"Yeah. That’ll do."

It turned out you didn't need to crawl through a dangerous dungeon after all. If you just broke the map, you could trigger the event flags effortlessly.

Of course, the person we were here to see was Sage Melty. She was the type of person you avoided at all costs unless you absolutely needed something. 

A woman finally poked her head fearfully out of the top-floor window. She had long, disheveled blue hair, a petite frame, and slightly pointed ears. Her outfit was... provocative, to say the least; she was wearing nothing but a single, tattered, oversized shirt.

"Yuri-sama, looking is forbidden!" Fee cried, immediately covering my eyes with her hands.

"I... I thought my life was over..." the woman stammered.

What is she being so dramatic for? I wondered. If she was a Sage, she could have easily used Defense Magic to shield herself or just flown away. Perhaps the situation was more dire than I realized. Maybe there was a threat hidden here that forced her into hiding.

The woman’s gaze landed on us. She froze, began to tremble, and immediately tried to retreat back into the room.

"Wait! Don't run away!" I called out.

"I-I won't taste good! I'm nothing but skin and bones! There’s no meat on me at all!" Melty cried, frantically clutching her chest. "No meat... at all..."

There was a profound, inexplicable sadness in her voice. 

Still, why did she think I was going to eat her? I knew my eyes looked sharp because of my role as the Mastermind, but surely I just looked like an ordinary kid.

"Haa... this is a headache. Fee, can you handle the talking?"

"Leave it to me! Yuri-sama gives us tons of food to eat!"

"So you’re just fattening me up before the slaughter...!"

"Can we please move past the cannibalism!?" I snapped.

The conversation was going nowhere. Was this girl really a Sage? I didn't see a trace of the brilliant deduction skills she’d displayed in the Original Game. If anything, she reeked of pure incompetence. 

I decided to let Fritz take the lead.

"Haha, it’s a well-known fact that Yuri’s common sense is a bit... skewed," Fritz said.

"...Wait. Since when is that a 'well-known fact'? I’m perfectly normal."

"You really need to buy a dictionary and look up the word 'normal,'" Fritz said, looking at me with pity.

He was still resting the Fritz Hammer on his shoulder. Given how terrified Melty was of me, there was no reason she wouldn't be equally petrified of a man carrying a massive, blood-stained-looking mallet.

But Melty’s reaction was the polar opposite of what I expected. Her face flushed a deep crimson, and she stared intensely at Fritz. She began to approach him with slow, deliberate steps. 

Fritz grew visibly tense, swallowing hard as she neared. Finally, Melty reached out and grabbed his hand.

"Name your price! Please, sell me that Magic Tool!"

As it turned out, she wasn't blushing because of Fritz’s face—she was head-over-heels in love with the Fritz Hammer.

"No, no, this isn't for sale," Fritz said, pulling back. "More importantly, why were you trapped in a place like this?"

It was a simple question. Even in the Original Game, the reason for Melty’s presence in the Sage’s Tower was never explained. But I had a very good idea of who was responsible.

"Well, I was here for research—"

"You were likely captured and imprisoned by the Mastermind's group, weren't you?" I interjected. "Going to the top floor alone only to have them release Monsters so you couldn't escape... that’s the kind of trap only an idiot would fall into. A Sage would never be so careless."

A "Wise Person" wouldn't fall for such a blatant setup. It was far more likely she’d been coerced or held via hostage. 

Melty’s eyes went wide, and she began nodding her head with desperate intensity.

"T-That’s right! Exactly! That’s definitely what happened! There is absolutely no way I just climbed up here by myself for research and got stuck!"

I knew it. The Mastermind’s reach extended even here. I thought they had been quiet lately, but they were clearly working in the shadows to destabilize the Kingdom. 

Rescuing Melty was a major blow to their plans. I didn't realize that Melty had actually wandered into the tower of her own volition and was simply covering her tracks, so I felt a cold sense of foreboding. I tightened my resolve, wondering just how deep the Mastermind's web truly went.
Movement of the Mastermind

I returned to the Dark Guild "Crow" via Teleportation Magic and headed straight for the inner sanctum.

"Oh, you're back? Well? Did you get the intel we need?"

"I got it," I replied, my voice flat. "But you should walk away from this one."

"……What’s that supposed to mean? Don't tell me Crow's Number Two is getting cold feet?"

"It’s not fear. It’s a fact. Yuri—that guy—knew everything we were doing before we even did it."

"He’s a dropout, but he’s still a child of the Lousouth bloodline, for better or worse. It wouldn't be hard for him to do a little digging, right?"

"Do you honestly think he's a dropout after everything I told you? I’m terrified to think just how many steps ahead of us he’s actually looking."

Totto finally seemed to catch the gravity of the situation. He reached for a bottle on the table and popped the cap.

"……Drink?"

"Yeah……"

The room fell into a heavy silence, save for the sound of liquid hitting glass.

Totto took a slow sip, steadying his nerves. When he spoke again, his voice was an octave lower.

"What did you see?"

"Even in a run-down budget inn, they were living a lifestyle that would make high nobility look like peasants."

"……Huh?"

He looked at me like I’d lost my mind. Maintaining a noble lifestyle requires a fortune. Doing it at a budget inn? It defied logic.

"If he knew you were coming, couldn't he have just put on a show to lure you in?"

"No, this wasn't some half-baked performance. Here, look at this."

I held out my arm, showing him the Misanga tied around my wrist.

"Since when did you start wearing trendy accessories?"

"……Don't mock me. This is a Magic Tool."

"Give me a break. There’s no way."

Totto smirked, leaning in to inspect the cord. Then, the color drained from his face.

"……Hey, where the hell did you get this!?"

"Yuri gave it to me. He was the target of the investigation."

"You didn't…… you didn't betray us, did you?"

Totto’s voice went dangerously low. His hand drifted toward the Dagger at his waist.

"That might actually be easier to swallow. But the truth is, he can mass-produce Magic Tools of this caliber whenever he feels like it."

"……Ren, are you being conned?"

"If I wasn't holding the physical proof in my hand, I’d think the same thing."

I stared Totto directly in the eyes. He had to know I wasn't the type to fall for a lie.

"Fine. For the sake of argument, let's say you're right. But he’s just a craftsman. What can he actually do? If we raid them, we’ll overrun them in minutes, right?"

"I wouldn't count on it. There was a Dragon Slayer in town."

"We already have reports on that."

"Then what about the Demon Lord? Even the Demon Lord was acting like a loyal follower."

We had assumed they were just visiting the territory on a whim, but the reality was far more grim. Even Totto couldn't ignore the dissonance anymore.

"There’s something going on behind the scenes here."

"Exactly. That’s why I’m recommending we scrap the contract and observe for now."

"If we drop a job, our reputation takes a hit. Is it really worth that?"

"Absolutely. We shouldn't be anywhere near this."

"—Understood. I’ll trust your gut on this one."

Totto set his empty glass down and stood up.

But a thought nagged at the back of my mind. Was our current client really the type of person to let us walk away from a contract so easily?

My bad premonition was about to be proven right.

◇　◇　◇

I had been waiting at the guild headquarters for a while when Totto stumbled in, clutching a gut wound. Blood was everywhere.

"Tch. I blew it."

"Hey! Are you okay?"

"It’s just a scratch. I’ll throw some spit on it and it'll heal, right?"

It was a fatal wound. He was only forcing that grin to keep me from panicking.

"Don't talk. I’ll find someone who can—"

"Haha…… we're already surrounded. You need to get out of here, Ren."

"Like hell I’m leaving you!"

"It’s fine. Even like this, I can still buy you time. I'll take a chunk out of them and break their Barrier…… guh."

I didn't let him finish. I tapped him on the neck, knocking him unconscious.

I hoisted him over my shoulder and tried to trigger Teleportation Magic.

But Totto was right. Multiple Barriers had been erected around the building. My Magic Power hit rock bottom instantly as the spell was smothered.

"I told you……"

Totto’s voice was a weak rasp. My strike hadn't been enough to keep him under.

"Just shut up! Wait…… that’s it. This is exactly what this Magic Tool is for—"

I didn't know the specifics of the effect, but Yuri had told me to use it when I was in trouble. If this wasn't trouble, I didn't know what was.

I gripped the Misanga and willed it to activate.

The cord snapped instantly.

"Huh?"

For a split second, I thought it was a dud. Then, a tidal wave of Magic Power flooded my system.

It was an impossible amount of energy—enough to shatter through layers of high-level Barriers without resistance. A Teleportation Door materialized in the center of the room.

"Ha…… haha……"

I stared at the portal, unable to believe my eyes. Totto looked just as stunned.

"S-so this is the power you believed in……"

Totto was at his limit. It was only a matter of seconds before the attackers breached the room.

Hoping against hope that someone at Yuri's territory could fix a hole in a man's stomach, I stepped through the door.

◇　◇　◇

We emerged, for some reason, in the middle of the inn’s bathing area.

Between the haste of the cast and the interference from the Barriers, my coordinates must have drifted. To make matters worse, Totto and I tumbled straight into the water.

"Guh……"

"Sorry. You still with me?"

"A-ah…… I’m fine……"

"Stay there. I’ll find a Healer—"

"Wait!"

Totto’s shout stopped me in my tracks.

"What now? If I don't get you help, you’re going to die—"

"It’s healed……"

"Eh?"

I blinked, certain I’d misheard him.

Totto pulled his hand away from his stomach. The wound was gone. The skin was knit tight, and the deathly pallor had left his face.

"I see. This is that bath…… the one that restores Magic Power. It doesn't just replenish energy; it mends flesh……"

Relief washed over me so hard my knees gave out. Totto was safe.

However, in my relief, I had overlooked a fatal detail.

This was a communal bath.

The question of whether we were in the Men's Bath or the Women's Bath was answered immediately by a scream.

"KYAHHHHHHHH!!"

A high-pitched shriek echoed through the tile room. A split second later, a fist connected with my face with the force of a falling star. As I spiraled into unconsciousness, I felt a strange sense of pride. At least I’d finished the job.

◇　◆　◇

"……I see. So Yuri has headed for the Sage's Tower."

In the Lousouth Mansion within the Royal Capital, I, Balan, allowed a thin smile to cross my lips.

"That tower is a death trap, a dungeon crawling with high-rank Monsters. Even if Yuri is capable of clearing it, it will take him months."

Despite having discarded him for his inferior Aptitude, I found my estimation of the boy rising. He had, after all, easily repelled the Crow's Number Two—the very man I had sent to deal with him.

Furthermore, Totto, the master of that Dark Guild, had the audacity to show up earlier and try to scrap our contract.

Those rats know too much. If they intend to betray me, I have no choice but to erase them.

I had stabbed him in the gut then and there. He had managed to escape even with a hole in his stomach—as expected of a man running one of the top guilds in the Kingdom—but it was a moot point. My knife had been coated in a lethal toxin. He was a dead man walking.

That left only his subordinates.

Most were scattered, but a certain troublesome teleportation user was currently in the Royal Capital. Dealing with a teleporter is simple if you know where they are.

Teleportation Magic requires an exponential increase in Magic Power based on distance and the presence of Barriers. By layering enough interference, the spell becomes impossible to cast, and the user drains their own mana reserves in a futile attempt.

I had already briefed the Kingdom Knights on this strategy. I expected a report of their total suppression momentarily.

"B-Balan-sama! I have a report!"

"Is the Crow annihilated?"

"N-no, sir. It's……"

The knight stammered, unable to find the words. I slammed my hand onto my desk.

"Speak!"

"The truth is…… the members of the Crow have vanished!"

"Explain yourself! You maintained the Barriers as I ordered, didn't you!?"

"Yes, sir! There is no doubt! But they simply…… disappeared into thin air!"

It made no sense. However, I knew exactly who was behind this. I had been completely outplayed.

"Heh…… heh heh. Fine. If that’s how you want to play, Yuri, I won't hold back either."

I summoned my butler, my mind already racing with a counter-move.

I remained entirely unaware that Yuri had absolutely nothing to do with this, and in truth, hadn't given me a single thought.
Attack

When I next opened my eyes, Totto and I were lying in beds at the inn.

"Did we... make it?" I croaked.

"Looks like it," Totto replied.

My head was still swimming, a lingering fog likely caused by pushing my Teleportation Magic far beyond its natural limits. Even with the Misanga to assist us, we had overexerted ourselves; a little mental confusion was the least I could expect.

"Are you awake?"

For some reason, the Saint was right there by our side, offering a gentle smile. It was a dazzling, radiant expression—entirely too bright for people like us, who lived in the Dark of a Dark Guild. I reflexively looked away, unable to meet her eyes.

"Is something the matter?" she asked.

"No, it’s nothing. More importantly... why is the Saint here?"

"Well, I heard there were people in need of memory erasure... I mean, I heard there were people with injuries, so I came to check on you."

I decided to ignore that unsettling slip of the tongue. The fact that she’d gone out of her way to check on total strangers made her seem like an actual angel.

"Thanks to you, I don't have a scratch on me. Thank you."

"I’m glad to hear it. By the way, why did you suddenly teleport into the Women's Bath... I mean, into the inn?"

She asked with a smile that felt strangely heavy with pressure.

"Th-that’s right! I have to tell Yuri-sama immediately..."

"To Yuri-sama? He’s out at the moment. Has something happened?"

I hesitated. Should I really tell the Saint everything? When you work in a world where betrayal is the only constant, knowing who to trust is the difference between life and death.

"...Saint, whose side are you on, exactly?"

"Who do you think?" she countered.

It didn't seem like she was going to show her hand so easily. Totto sat up beside me, his patience clearly wearing thin.

"We don't have time for mind games. Yuri is the lord of this place, and he’s gone, right? Then who’s actually running this territory right now? Call them."

"I understand. Please wait a moment."

Emilina left the room and returned shortly thereafter, leading a girl even smaller than herself.

"My name is Sasha Lousouth," the girl said.

She was Yuri’s younger sister.

"I’m Ren. Does the name 'Crow' mean anything to you?"

Sasha’s brow furrowed the instant the name left my lips. To her credit, she didn't let any other emotion leak onto her face.

"I am the Guild Master of 'Crow'."

"And what business do you have with me?" she asked.

"I’m not one for beating around the bush. I'll give it to you straight: we need you to hide us."

Sasha likely knew that 'Crow' was a Dark Guild—one her father, Balan, frequently employed for assassinations and gathering intel. It was only natural for her to doubt us.

"I’d already told Yuri-sama that I intended to persuade Totto and return here. But we ran into a bit of trouble during the process..."

"O-ni... I mean, you’ve already spoken to my brother. Then, tell me: who are we supposed to be hiding you from?"

"...From your father," Totto cut in, exposing the truth without a hint of hesitation. He fixed Sasha with a piercing gaze.

"I see," Sasha said softly. "So you two are victims of my father as well. Very well. You may stay in this town for as long as you wish."

"...You're sure?" I asked.

"Of course."

Sasha looked a little downcast as she gave her consent. I suppose even if he was a monster, he was still her biological father. Being his daughter, she likely understood better than anyone how dangerous an enemy he was. Totto let out a small, satisfied grunt at her immediate answer.

"...I see. I can see why Ren took a liking to them."

I gave a wry smile at Totto’s comment. Actually, the one I took a liking to was Yuri, not this girl.

"Then let me give you one more piece of news," Totto continued. "This territory is being targeted. Calculating the travel time, I’d say you’re going to be attacked within the next few days."

The sudden, contextless warning left Sasha frozen in shock.

"W-what do you mean!?" 

The voice came from Emilina, who had been silent until then.

"It seems you lot stood out too much," Totto explained. "Balan—that man—decided you were an eyesore. He’s planning to have the Demon Race attack this place."

"B-but the Demon Lord is staying right here!"

"Did someone call?"

As if on cue, Lucille strolled into the room. Totto bolted upright, instinctively reaching for a weapon he didn't have. He’d arrived here on the verge of death; he was completely unarmed.

"H-has the Demon Race already started the assault!?" he yelled.

"...What are you blathering about?" Lucille asked, looking utterly exasperated. "There is no way the Demon Race would attack."

From her perspective, she hadn't issued any such orders. Therefore, an attack was impossible. After letting Emilina pat her head for a moment, Lucille realized there was no food in the room and immediately turned tail toward the dining hall.

"I see... I guess if the Demon Lord is here, the Demon Race wouldn't attack," Totto muttered, nodding to himself.

Sasha, however, looked unconvinced. I could tell what she was thinking: if it was her father, he was perfectly capable of driving a wedge between the Demon Lord and her subjects, orchestrating an attack, and then framing someone else for the fallout.

And it wasn't just the Demon Race. 

Even though they had reached an understanding with the Beast King, the First Princess of the Beast Kingdom, Elu, was also here. She might have given up on the throne, but there were plenty who still saw her as a threat.

Bad premonitions usually have a habit of coming true.

"Sasha-sama, Emilina-sama, there you are. We have a problem."

Elu burst into the room, looking panicked, with her brother Kamil trailing behind her.

"What is it?"

"The soldiers of the Beast Kingdom led by Guiche-sama are mobilizing! They’re preparing to attack the territory to 'Strike down the Traitor, Elu!'"

"No... you’re kidding..."

Why did every problem imaginable have to hit the moment Yuri was gone? Then again, maybe Yuri had seen this coming. He’d headed for a high-rank dungeon with only two others, leaving the Mercenary forces behind to guard the town. 

Of course, that was a complete misunderstanding of his actual intentions, but it felt right at the time.

"I understand. We need to plan a defense—"

"T-this is bad! Sebas, Sebas is...!"

Lucille, who had only just left for the dining hall, returned dragging a man covered in blood. Sebas was semi-conscious and bleeding heavily, and because Lucille was dragging him by one leg, she was inadvertently adding to his injuries with every step.

"Now what!?"

"Haa... haa... P-please, allow me to explain," Sebas wheezed, struggling to prop himself up. "A rebellion... has broken out in the Demon Kingdom."

"What!?" Lucille barked. "Who did it!?"

"It was Dibro... your Body Double. It seems he has been whispering in the ears of the Four Heavenly Kings. Half of them have sided with him... and they are marching here to slay the Demon Lord."

So the Demon Race was attacking after all. And the Beastmen were coming too.

"W-well, we have to prepare for the assault regardless," Sasha declared, her voice trembling with urgency.

But the nightmare wasn't over.

"Emilina-sama, a letter has arrived," a Mercenary said, rushing into the room.

Emilina tore it open and read it on the spot. Her face went pale. 

"No... Sasha-sama, look at this..."

Sasha took the letter. As she read, her jaw dropped in pure disbelief.

"The Holy Principality of Ames has declared war. They say... 'A territory where different races coexist cannot be recognized in the name of God. We shall deliver Divine Punishment to these Holy Enemy forces'..."

"You’ve got to be kidding me!" I yelled.

I knew this place would make enemies, but three nations attacking simultaneously? This was no coincidence. Someone had pulled the strings. And there was only one man capable of manipulating international politics on this scale.

"Father... you really intend to crush my brother, don't you...?" Sasha whispered.

"Sasha-sama, we have to hold a strategy meeting immediately. Gather everyone..."

"Y-yes. Totto-san, Ren-san, will you help us?"

"Yeah," I said. "Obviously."

"And we need to contact my brother immediately—"

"Tell me where he is," I interrupted. "I’ll go myself. With my teleportation, I'm the fastest option."

If I moved now, I might actually make it before the walls came crumbling down.

"Understood," Sasha said. "Please. We're counting on you."

And so, the frantic meeting to decide the survival of the territory began.
Relocating the Sage’s Tower

The wasteland surrounding us was technically the "vicinity of the Sage’s Tower," though now only the top floor remained.

The three of us continued to surround Sage Melty. Since she was huddled on the ground with teary eyes while we looked down at her, we probably looked exactly like a band of bullies. 

If someone were to witness only the part where we used the tower like a daruma-otoshi stack, blowing the lower sections away to forcibly eject her from her room, we would have looked like quintessential villains.

"Fritz, bullying a cute girl like this is a disgrace to dragon slayers everywhere," I said.

"What the hell did I even do...?"

"You blew up the tower, didn't you?"

"That was entirely on your orders, Yuri!"

"...I have no idea what you're talking about."

"Hey!"

"It was a joke."

Fritz looked panicked, while Melty’s face remained pale with terror. She tried to speak several times, only to reflexively snap her mouth shut. Finally, she seemed to find her resolve.

"Wh-Why are you all here?"

"What do you mean 'why'? You’re the one who called us." 

Exasperated, I pulled out the letter Alan had received. Melty froze for a second upon seeing it, but the memory seemed to click into place almost instantly.

"This is—"

"Yeah. Yours."

"The letter I sent to the outside world for help."

"That overbearing summons... wait, what?" I hadn't expected the context to be so radically different. 

"Hold on. You mean you were trapped in your own tower?"

"I-It’s not my fault! I just thought the top floor of a tower where no one ever visits would be the perfect place for quiet research. I just didn't realize that once the Monsters were released, I wouldn't be able to get back out."

"And the part about 'listening to any request'?"

"Of course! It means I’ll grant any wish for the person who rescued me."

Well, if the result was the same, I wasn't going to complain. As that thought crossed my mind, Melty’s face turned crimson, and she reflexively covered herself with her hands.

"A-Anything except my body!"

"I didn't say a word. Ow! Fee, stop pinching me."

"Is it true, Yuri-sama? Do you really prefer 'adult' women?"

"L-Let’s move on. Melty, will you come to my territory? I want to borrow your expertise to help strengthen my Magic Tools."

Fee looked grumpy, clearly realizing I was dodging her question, but I ignored her and focused on Melty.

"So, what do you say?"

"Y-You're making Magic Tools? Was that device from earlier one of yours too? Haa... haa... Y-Yes, of course! I’d be honored to... haa... haa... I would love to join you."

The moment she heard the words Magic Tool, her personality flipped. She wore an expression of pure ecstasy that was honestly a little disturbing. I instinctively drew back, but she didn't care, lunging forward to grab my hands.

"Ah!?" Fee cried out.

Melty ignored her, pulling her face uncomfortably close to mine. "If you let me help develop Magic Tools, you can even have my body—"

"I don't need your body. If you're coming, let’s leave immediately. Can you pack your things?"

"My things...?" 

Melty looked at the debris of the tower scattered across the wasteland. "I actually want to research why that one section flew away as a single mass, too."

"That, huh? Alright. Fritz, carry it."

"You got it! ...Wait, how the hell am I supposed to carry that?"

"You're the one who blew it away. You're telling me you can't lift it?"

"Ugh... F-Fine! Watch me!"

Egg-ed on by Fee, Fritz strained against the wreckage of the tower. 

"Hunnnngh...!"

His face turned beet-red as he applied every ounce of his strength, but the massive chunk of masonry didn't budge.

"I guess it's up to me."

If Fritz couldn't lift it, I had to resort to magic. If it's just this much weight, it should only take about as much energy as I usually pump into a Magic Stone.

I cast Wind Magic, levitating the wreckage. I did the same for the remaining top floor.

"Eh? I-Is that Wind Magic?"

"You can do this much too, can't you? Don't exaggerate." 

In the Original Game, Melty was a powerhouse who eventually rained down Meteor Swarm. Lifting a bit of rubble should have been child's play for her.

"Yuri-sama? Honestly, this looks a bit... unsightly," Fee remarked.

I took a moment to look at our group. We had one Mercenary clutching a hammer, one Beastman child, an Elf who was barely dressed, and me. Am I really the only normal person here?

To make matters worse, we had the ruins of the Sage's Tower hovering around us like macabre satellites. If we ran into anyone, they’d probably mistake us for the Demon Lord and his entourage. The floating tower was the biggest giveaway.

"I'll just send this wreckage to the territory ahead of us."

I aimed for a patch of forest near the village where my Presence Detection didn't pick up a single soul. My Presence Detection was sharp enough to spot almost anyone, even townspeople trying to hide their presence. If someone was out there who could evade my radar, they were definitely an enemy. 

However, the odds of an enemy being in that exact spot at this exact time were astronomical. In my mind, this was a perfectly safe and secure transport method.

Melty, however, let out a scream of pure shock. "Eeeehhh!?"

She watched with dinner-plate eyes as her tower hurtled into the distance. Once it vanished from the horizon, she struggled to find words before finally squeezing out a single sentence.

"My clothes..."

"Ah." 

I had accidentally launched the top floor—along with all her personal belongings—right along with the rubble. This meant Melty was stuck in her current, tattered state until we could find her a wardrobe.

"S-Sorry..."

"I-If I consider this a trial I must endure to achieve my dreams..." Melty trembled, her face red, as she tried to psych herself up.

Fritz, seeing her plight, pulled off his outer shirt and handed it to her. "It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing, right?"

"It's... tattered."

"Guh!"

Admittedly, Fritz's clothes weren't much better than the threadbare shirt Melty was already wearing. Still, she clutched it to her chest as if it were a treasure.

"But... thank you very much."

"Don't worry about it," Fritz said, turning away quickly to hide his embarrassment.

"Yuri-sama, you turn around too!"

"Right, right."

Fee scolded me, and I turned my back as Melty changed. When she was finished, the oversized shirt worked well enough as a short dress. It would suffice for the trip back to town.

"Alright, time to head home. My Magic Stones are calling for me!"

"Yuri-sama, you used a massive spell just now. You're done for the day."

"I-I’ve still got plenty of mana! Besides, if I take a bath, my Magic Power will recover..."

"Wait... tell me more about that," Melty interrupted, her eyes sparkling. "If such a bath exists, couldn't you use magic infinitely as long as you stayed inside it?"

"Exactly! It’s infinite! But for some reason, Fee always stops me."

"That’s horrible! Like something a Demon would do. Forcing you to stop your research..."

"Th-That makes me sound like the villain! If I don't stop him, Yuri-sama will keep using magic until he withers away!"

Chatting noisily, we began our trek home. The debate about whether one should be allowed to cast spells indefinitely while bathing remained unresolved—though the idea was eventually shelved.



Dibro, the Demon Lord's Body Double, was a man consumed by a thirst for glory. 

Despite possessing strength that rivaled the Four Heavenly Kings, he had been relegated to the role of a double—a shadow that would never see the light of the main stage. His desire for recognition was a hollow ache that was never satisfied. 

Normally, such a vital role would be given to a trusted confidant, but the true Demon Lord, Lucille, was loathed by the powerful elites of the Demon Race. She lacked the finesse for political intrigue, preferring to brandish her overwhelming, violent power. Because the Demon Race valued strength above all, she held the throne, but those who had spent centuries honing their craft found her reign distasteful.

Dibro was no exception. However, Lucille’s true appearance was known only to the residents of the Demon Kingdom’s Royal Capital and a few foreign elites. To the rest of the world, Dibro was the Demon Lord.

He began to wonder: If the real Demon Lord were to vanish, wouldn't I simply become the true King?

This spark of ambition was fanned into a flame by an unexpected source—the father of the Lord governing the town where Lucille was currently staying.

“Why don’t we cooperate to take down the Demon Lord?”

Dibro had wanted to scoff and claim he didn't need the help of fragile humans, but he couldn't deny that Lucille was the strongest being alive in terms of raw power. He figured even a weak human could provide a momentary distraction.

"Th-This is..."

The human had sent him a Magic Tool called the Jewel of Darkness. It was a "cheat" item that granted the user Physical Nullification and Magic Nullification. 

The drawback was its astronomical consumption of Magic Power. Even a man of Dibro's caliber would be drained dry in ten minutes. But for those ten minutes, he would be invincible. No matter how powerful Lucille's attacks were, they were meaningless if they couldn't touch him.

The only known counter was the hidden Purification Power of a Hero’s Holy Sword. It was the only way to bypass the jewel's protection.

"Kukuku... with this, I am truly the strongest!"

Dibro’s low, chilling laughter echoed through the hollow halls of the Demon Lord's Castle. 

He moved with decisive speed. He coerced the Four Heavenly Kings into a pact of neutrality—ensuring they would merely watch his duel with Lucille—and launched a strike against Sebas, the butler. He hadn't managed to kill the old man, but he had successfully driven him off.

All that remained was to execute the Demon Lord. 

Reports indicated she was hiding in a tiny, backwater village. 

Did she sense my new power and flee?

Though his strength was borrowed, Dibro brandished it as if it were his own. No one dared to resist him; they could only follow in silent terror. 

Erasing his presence, he approached the remote village. Unlike humans, the Demon Race possessed a high innate Aptitude for stealth. He could bypass almost anyone's Presence Detection if he tried. 

Usually, the ego-driven members of the Demon Race preferred to flaunt their power, but Dibro was cautious. Even with his "cheat" item, a primal fear of Lucille lingered in his heart.

"Kukuku... there is no way I can lose. I'll wait until she's alone, and then—"

In that instant, the clear sky suddenly plunged into shadow. A gargantuan mass had blotted out the sun, descending from the heavens with terminal velocity.

"What's happen—guha!"

Before he could finish his thought, Dibro was flattened.

And it wasn't just once. A second mass, then a third, slammed into the earth in a relentless, thundering rain of stone.

"The... Jewel of Darkness..."

In a cruel twist of fate, the jewel that was supposed to make him invincible had been knocked from his hand by the very first impact. Without its protection, he was left with only his natural durability.

"W-Why... why here...?"

Without ever laying eyes on the Demon Lord, Dibro was crushed into oblivion by the mysterious objects falling from the sky—the ruins of the Sage’s Tower.
Strategy Meeting

The Holy Principality of Ames had no King or Emperor to call a leader. Instead, we were guided by the High Priest—a Duke and the head of our clergy—who developed our nation by acting as the mouthpiece for the voice of God.

In this land, the word of God was absolute.

To defy God was to brand oneself an enemy. It was as simple as that.

And now, a new enemy had emerged.

"Ah... this is truly divine. It’s a tool fit for the gods..."

I, Marina Ames, daughter of the current High Priest, lay sprawled across my bed. I had several Mock Refrigerator units positioned around my room, their doors standing wide open to let the cold spill out.

Our country had a natural affinity for fire Magic Power, which meant the temperature remained stiflingly high year-round. Because of this, calling the Mock Refrigerator a "divine tool" wasn't an exaggeration—even if my current way of using them was a far cry from their intended purpose.

"To think he would send such precious items... I really must be grateful to Duke Lousouth."

Usually, I maintained a sharp, dignified poise, but here in the privacy of my room, I was a total mess. My long, lustrous platinum-blonde hair, typically kept in perfect order, was currently a disheveled nest. 

I sat up, hugging a nearby cushion as I felt a scowl cross my face.

"Honestly, to think someone would try to attack the Muller Company—the very source of these divine tools. This Yuri Lousouth is an utter deviant. A true Holy Enemy."

The letter from the Duke that had accompanied the gifts was quite clear:

The Muller Company in the Gessru Viscounty is the distributor of these Magic Tools. My son, Yuri, has forced that company—an institution equal to God—into closure. I wish to impose sanctions to ensure the Muller Company can resume business. I intend to avoid an all-out war, so I ask: will you lend me your aid?

The moment I read those words, a shock ran through me.

He destroyed God? Is he a... a Demon?

Of course, I couldn't just take one man's word for it, even a Duke's. My father, the High Priest, had immediately dispatched messengers to the Gessru Viscounty and Alf Village. 

In Gessru, we confirmed the Muller Company building was a hollow shell, abandoned in haste. The Gessru Lord and local merchants confirmed the Alan family had vanished without a trace. In Alf Village, our scouts witnessed Yuri Lousouth firsthand—a man who sheltered Beastmen and had ruthlessly crushed the Demon Race without a second thought.

The evidence was damning. The letter was true.

Still, it was strange. Why would the Staff Officer of the Kingdom of Inraku ask for outside help with his own son? Normally, a country handles its own filth. 

But if the target was his own blood, perhaps he wanted to settle it quietly, keeping his own hands clean while we did the dirty work. Geographically, it was also faster for us to strike that land than for the Royal Capital to send a force. These "divine tools" were clearly hush money.

Alf Village was a "blank space" on the map—a patch of dirt no nation truly wanted. Formally, it was part of the Kingdom of Inraku, but they had neglected it for years. Losing it wouldn't hurt them.

Father confirmed once more that this wouldn't spark a war with the Duke. Lousouth gave his word. Since the Holy Principality was currently reeling from heat-induced crop failures, we signed a secret contract: we would invade Alf Village in exchange for food supplies.

Everything would go according to the Duke's script.

"There is no room for debate. Yuri Lousouth is a Demon reborn. He is the Holy Enemy of our God!"

I stood before my believers, my voice ringing with conviction. Behind me stood a statue of the Divine, flanked by several Mock Refrigerator units.

"We cannot permit such blasphemy against the heavens!"

"Ohh!" the crowd roared.

"Furthermore, he has turned that land into a den where Humans, Beastman Race, Kijin Race, and Dwarf Race coexist in filth. To disregard the racial boundaries ordained by God is an unforgivable sin!"

It was pure sophistry, of course. Deep down, my motivation was much simpler: Yuri, you dared to threaten the supply of these divine refrigerators. For that, you must die.

And so, I began the march toward Alf Village, a crusade to "liberate" the company of the Mock Refrigerator.



Back in the Huge Beast Kingdom, I, Guiche, couldn't stand the thought of Elu living peacefully in some foreign land.

"How is that pathetic brat still breathing?!" I roared.

"W-we don't know, my Prince. Someone must have intervened on Elu-sama's behalf—"

"Tch. I don't give a damn who it was. And my old man... 'Don't lay a hand on Elu,' he says. Well, I haven't laid a finger on them myself, have I?"

I slammed my fist into the table. It split down the middle like kindling. The Beastman standing before me turned pale, trembling as if he expected my next strike to land on his head.

"Exactly so, Prince. The King is... well, he’s a bit soft when it comes to Elu-sama..."

"You think so too?"

The soldier nodded frantically. I let out a satisfied grunt.

"Right? The old man has gone soft. A weakling has no business being royalty. It’s time for a change."

"Precisely," a voice drifted from the shadows behind my men.

"Who’s there?!" 

I stood up, pinning the intruder with a predatory glare. It was a man of the Demon Race I’d never seen before.

"Forgive the intrusion. I am Satana. I have been sent by a certain individual to offer you my strength."

"I don't need help from—"

Before I could finish, Satana’s claws were at my throat. If he’d had the killing intent to match his speed, I’d be a corpse. A bead of sweat rolled down my face.

"I trust you understand my utility now," he said smoothly.

"Tch. If you’re that strong, why play servant? You should just take over your own kind."

"You joke. My master is the only one I serve, now and forever."

"Which means your boss is even scarier than you." I raised my hands in a mock gesture of surrender. "Fine. What does this guy want from me?"

"Nothing, really. I was simply told to be your sword."

"That makes even less sense. What does he get out of this?"

"Nothing in particular. He simply wishes for things to be as they should be. That is his desire."

"I see. A King making sure the world stays in order, eh? Fine. I’ll bite. But once this is over, you’re taking me to meet this 'master' of yours."

"I shall relay your request when the time comes."

I felt a dark grin spread across my face as I mapped out my path to the throne.

"First things first. I’m going to crush Elu—that fawning little bitch—into the dirt."

Driven by the whispers of a stranger, I began gathering my forces to march on Alf Town.



Inside the main inn of Alf Town, the leadership had gathered for an emergency meeting. I, Sasha, looked around the room at the grim faces of our allies.

"We’re opening the emergency strategy meeting," I announced, trying to keep my voice steady. "Totto-san, please give us the situation report."

Totto stood up, his expression hard. "The Demon Race is mobilizing to wipe us out. The commander is Dibro—the man known as the Demon Lord's Body Double."

"Leave that one to me," Lucille interrupted, a cold smile on her lips. "The failures of my subordinates are my responsibility."

"Are you sure?" I asked.

"Who do you think I am? I am a Demon Lord in a world where power is the only law."

She stopped suppressing her Magic Power. The sheer pressure of it began to leak out, filling the room with an agonizing weight. I felt like I was being crushed, but I forced myself to take a deep breath. Yuri wasn't here. I had to be strong.

"Understood. We’ll leave him to you, Lucille-san. But just in case, Ren-san, I want you to head there as well once you've finished messaging my brother."

"Wait, me?" Ren blinked in surprise.

"Yes. Lucille-san is famous among the Demon Race. If they're still attacking despite knowing she’s here, they must have a trump card. I need you there to scout it. Your magic is the fastest way to get word back to us."

"Fair enough. I'm on it."

"A 'trump card' will be meaningless before my might," Lucille scoffed.

"I hope so," I replied. "Truly."

I turned to our next guest. "Kamil-san, your turn."

"Right. Guiche, the First Prince of the Beast Kingdom, is moving to eliminate Elu. My scouts confirmed that weapons and supplies are funneling toward his camp as we speak."

"Wait," Totto interjected. "Prince Guiche is a monster in combat. Do we actually have anyone who can go toe-to-toe with him?"

Silence followed.

"I guess that’s my cue," Emma said, breaking the tension. "I know I’m still training, but with the Hero title and this Stone Sword, Ishino-calibur, I should be able to hold him off."

She raised the stone blade high. It was just a hunk of rock Fritz had made, identical to his own, but the way she held it gave the room a glimmer of hope.

"Um... we want to go too," Elu said, raising a small hand.

"We're in as well," Kamil added. "It’s our fight."

"Very well," I said. "The defense against the Beast Kingdom will be handled by Emma-san, Elu-san, and the Beastman volunteers. But please—don't try to win a head-on war. This is a stalling action. We just need to buy time until Big Brother gets back."

"But I can still take him out if the chance pops up, right?" Emma chirped with a dangerous smile.

"Don't push it. Please." I gave her a firm look before turning to the rest of the room. "The rest of us will prepare for the Holy Principality of Ames. We’ll distribute the Mercenary units evenly across all fronts."

The plan was set. Ren immediately began casting his teleportation magic to find Yuri.



"Wait... what?"

I, Ren, stared at the horizon. I had teleported to the coordinates for the Sage's Tower, but all I found was a flat, empty wasteland. There wasn't even a pebble out of place.

Did I mess up the coordinates? Or is there a Barrier hiding the place?

I looked around, but there was no sign of a structure for miles. Teleportation failure was possible, but I was usually more precise than this.

"Guess I’ll have to scout the area on foot."

I didn't realize that my coordinates were actually perfect. The Sage's Tower had been standing exactly where I was a few hours ago. Oblivious to the fact that Yuri had literally blown the entire building away, I began my long, lonely trek through the dirt.
Raiders from the Principality

Having recruited Sage Melty to our side, we were on our way back to my territory. However, as we traveled, I picked up a strange sensation.

"What is this unsettling presence?"

"What’s wrong?" Fee asked, looking at me with curiosity.

"No, I shouldn't jump to conclusions." 

A massive force was approaching from the direction of the Beast Kingdom, their numbers suggesting they were intent on attacking my land. Yet, if they were truly an invasion force, one would expect them to attempt some degree of stealth. Instead, they were marching with brazen boldness.

Come to think of it, Kamil did mention he was going to gather the Elu Faction. Maybe that's why they've returned.

However, that wasn't the only group. There was another force of several people heading our way from the Holy Principality of Ames. They were only just barely registering on my Presence Detection, making them far more suspicious than the large army.

"Melty, what do you think?"

As a woman hailed as a Sage, she might have possessed a keener insight than I did. However...

"My tower... I wonder where it went."

Her mind was still entirely occupied by the fact that her tower had been sent flying. I really needed her to return to reality sooner rather than later.

"Is there trouble?" Fritz asked.

"Ah... I'm not sure. I can't quite make the call. Fritz, what’s your first thought when you see a large group from another country approaching?"

"Merchants and their guards?"

"Right. That’s the most likely scenario."

So, the people from the Holy Principality of Ames are merchants?

Given how much my territory had developed recently, it made sense that people would come seeking trade. If that was the case, I should probably introduce them to Alan, but I decided it was best to hear them out myself first. Should I have the others present for the meeting? Or maybe, considering the possibility they aren't merchants, I should verify their identity first.

"Do you mind if we take a slight detour?"

"Eh? I... I wanted to see the clothes first... but very well..." Melty replied, sounding utterly dejected.

"If they really are merchants, we might be able to buy some clothes for you right now—"

"Let's go! Let's go this instant!"

Melty suddenly found her motivation and charged forward—in the completely wrong direction.

"The merchants aren't that way, you know."

"I-I knew that. I just... slipped up for a second."

Hiding her embarrassment, Melty fell in line behind us. We continued our trek toward the group from the Holy Principality of Ames.



As it turned out, the group from the Holy Principality of Ames didn't look like they were here to start a war.

It was an odd sight, to say the least. At the head of the group stood a soldier lugging a Mock Refrigerator—the door of which was inexplicably wide open—accompanied by a girl with platinum-blonde hair. Behind them followed a squad of soldiers, likely acting as guards.

They probably came here looking for someone who could fix a broken Mock Refrigerator. That’s the most logical conclusion.

"Yuri-sama..." Fee whispered, her voice laced with anxiety.

"It’s all right. I’ve made sure we can counterattack at a moment's notice. Melty, I’m counting on you for Defense Magic, okay?"

"Eh? W-Wait a—"

"Fritz, you’re my guard. In an emergency—"

"I just blow them away with this, right?" Fritz said, readying his hammer.

"No, no, that’s a bit much to use against people."

"But this sword cut through a tower, didn't it? Isn't that even more dangerous?"

"We aren't the ones attacking. There’s no need to be overly intimidating."

I didn't want a business relationship built on temporary intimidation; I wanted a permanent trade partnership. To achieve that, I needed to negotiate on as equal a footing as possible.

"Fine. But if they look like they’re going to attack, I’m not holding back."

"I'll leave it to you, then."

With those words, I stepped out in front of the group from the Holy Principality of Ames.



"Who goes there!?"

The soldiers of the Holy Principality thrust their swords toward us. In that heartbeat, Fritz moved, his blade flashing as he struck their weapons. With a clean snap, their swords were severed in two.

"What!?"

Evidently, they never imagined a sword could be cut by another sword. The soldiers stood there, dazed, staring at their ruined weapons.

"Wait a moment. We have no intention of fighting," I called out.

The platinum-blonde girl looked at me, her face draining of color.

"Yuri Lousouth..."

"Hm? You know me?"

"You are the one who... the Muller Company in the Gessru Viscounty..."

Did she go all the way to the Gessru Territory to get that Mock Refrigerator repaired? It seems fewer people than I thought realize the Muller Company has moved to my land.

"I apologize for the trouble. If you're looking for the Muller Company, they’re currently operating within my territory."

"...Eh?" The girl let out a small, stunned sound.

I walked toward the Mock Refrigerator the soldier was carrying. Because I approached so casually and boldly, the soldiers were too bewildered to stop me.

"Even so, why have you been leaving the door open? It won't stay cold like this. Did the door break? ...No, it looks fine. Is it the Magic Stone?"

I examined the Magic Stone attached to the device. Likely due to the door being left open, the stone was heavily depleted despite its pristine appearance.

"At this rate, it won't even last a month. I’ll replenish the Magic Power for you."

"Eh? Eh? Ah, yes... Wait, no, what are you—"

"Hm? Didn't you come to show me this because it was malfunctioning?"

"Not... exactly..."

"Ah, was I wrong? Well, I’ve infused it with Magic Power, so it should last a good year now."

Looking it over, I couldn't see anything else wrong with it. Why on earth were they carrying an empty Mock Refrigerator with the door open? As I pondered this, the girl spoke up timidly.

"Um... are you... a God?"

"...What are you talking about?"

I stared back at her with an amazed expression, the conversation having veered into total nonsense.

"But I heard that only a God could fix this..."

"I'm the one who made it."

The girl's expression suddenly stiffened.

"I-I must apologize for my late introduction. I... I am Marina Ames. The eldest daughter of Duke Ames."

The girl—Marina—lightly pinched her skirt with trembling fingers and performed a shallow bow.

"Ah, so you are of a ducal house. I am Yuri Lousouth. Third son of Duke Lousouth and the Lord of this region."

I gave a polite nod in return. It felt a bit late to start acting like a proper noble, but old habits die hard.

"So, why is Marina-sama here?"

It was a standard question, but the moment I asked, Marina’s face turned ghostly white.

"That... that is... I did not know a God was present..." Her face grew paler by the second. "E-Even if I was ignorant, I have committed an unforgivable sacrilege... I shall atone for this offense with my life!"

Suddenly, Marina pulled a Dagger and thrust it toward her own throat. I moved instinctively, grabbing the blade just as it was about to pierce her skin.

A searing heat spread through my palm. Red blood began to drip down the steel. They say that when pain exceeds a certain limit, you stop feeling it. I suppose that’s true. I found myself thinking about it with strange detachment.

"Yuri!?" Fritz shouted, instinctively readying his sword.

I immediately held up my other hand to stop him. "It's fine! I just made a mistake and cut my hand!"

"B-But..."

"There's no problem. See? I'm fine."

I took the knife away from Marina, feeling a wave of lightheadedness wash over me.

"W-Why...?" Marina managed to squeeze the word out, her face now a translucent shade of white.

It makes sense why she’s shocked. The person she came to 'raid' turned out to be the person she worships, and now that person has bled to save her life. 

Of course, I had no idea what was actually going on in her head. To me, Marina was simply a dangerous lunatic—a woman who would suddenly try to slit her own throat for no logical reason.

The real problem was her lineage. She was the daughter of Duke Ames, the ruler of the Holy Principality. If she died in my territory, it would mean total war. Furthermore, the Kingdom would likely have my head as a way to take responsibility for the diplomatic disaster. Treating her poorly would be just as problematic. Her being here was nothing but trouble.

Fortunately, it seemed I had averted the worst-case scenario at the cost of a minor hand injury.

"Truly... I'm just glad you're safe..."

I let out a sigh of relief. The war was avoided for now. Now, how do I get rid of this dangerous person? I want to wrap her in a bow and send her back before she has another episode.

"I... to a God... such disrespect, time and again..."

"Forget it. It was my own choice."

Seriously, can she just go home? Or does she have some objective she has to complete first?

"For now, we can't keep talking out here forever. Why don't you come to my territory for the time being? You should take some time to calm down."

I said it hoping she would get the hint to calm down and then leave immediately, but my true intent failed to reach her through her fanatical haze.

"T-Thank you so much. I shall take you up on your kind offer and make myself at home."

Wait, I didn't say stay as long as you like!

Despite my internal protests, I found myself welcoming the party from the Holy Principality of Ames as my guests.
Demon Lord and the Dungeon

To deal with the Body Double of the Demon Lord, I headed toward the source of his presence.

Suddenly, the sensation vanished. In its place, a mysterious tower loomed before me. It was a structural nightmare—slices of a tower piled together in a crooked, unstable heap. Though it wobbled unsteadily, it somehow remained standing. Perhaps something like a Central Pillar was hidden inside, anchoring the mess.

“Tch. Dibro,” I spat. “You sensed my arrival and hid in a Dungeon of your own making, did you? Did you really think something of this caliber would be enough to stop me?”

Dibro’s Magic Power likely vanished because he was cowering in the depths. There was no other reason for such a bizarre building to exist in the middle of nowhere. It practically reeked of a trap.

“A snare meant for me... I suppose I should treat it as such.”

The Teleportation Man was supposed to arrive soon. Until then, I decided to scout the perimeter. 

Naturally, my first instinct was to bypass the nonsense and skip straight to the lowest floor. I took to the sky, aiming directly for the tower’s summit. However, as I expected, a Barrier had been erected to repel any external intruders.

“Hmm. A variation of Illusion Magic? To think even I couldn’t sense its presence until now—”

The top floor was furnished as a private suite, looking as though someone had been living there until moments ago. Strangely, women’s clothing was scattered across the floor. I couldn't imagine a massive brute like Dibro wearing such things—nor did I have any desire to.

This must be an illusion designed to discourage shortcuts, I realized.

I descended back to the ground. 

“It seems Dibro has gained more power than I anticipated.”

A Dungeon of this magnitude... I had no idea how long it would take to conquer it through conventional means. 

“No, wait. Why bother with a conquest at all?” I mused. “I’ll just burn it.”

I summoned the Jet-black Flame in the palm of my hand and unleashed it upon the ground floor. In an instant, the inferno began to consume the structure.

“These flames will never be extinguished until I command them to stop. Even Dibro wouldn't expect me to incinerate the entire Dungeon with him inside. I’ll just kill him when he can no longer bear the heat and crawls out. The sin of depriving me of my Supreme Time (Snack Time) is a heavy one indeed!”

I let a fearless smile play across my lips.

However, the tower burned to ash without a single Monster—let alone Dibro—emerging from the wreckage. It seemed the Central Pillar I had suspected didn't even exist; the tower simply groaned and collapsed into a heap of blackened debris.

“What on earth was the point of that?”

I stood there, staring blankly at the smoldering junk, until the Teleportation Man finally showed his face.

“You’re late!” I barked.

“Sorry, sorry. I looked everywhere, but I couldn't find Yuri, let alone the Sage’s Tower... Hey, what the hell happened here? What is this pile of ash?”

“A Dungeon summoned by Dibro. I burned it to the ground along with him.”

“Right. I see. Well, there’s no way the Sage’s Tower would be in a place like this anyway.”

“Enough talk. We’re going back. My report—and more importantly, my snacks—are waiting for me!”

“Wait! You aren't seriously dumping the report on me, are you?! I just got here! I don’t know anything about what happened!”

I didn't bother listening. In the end, Ren was stuck with the duty of reporting the entire ordeal.

◇　◇　◇

“I see. So, Lucille-chan and Ren-san, acting as Yuri-sama’s subordinates, cooperated with the Hero to subjugate the Demon Lord. Is that the gist of it?”

After picking up Lucille, I had immediately teleported back to Alf Town. The girl disappeared the moment we arrived, leaving me with no choice but to head to Sasha and Emilina to explain the situation.

Unfortunately, my report wasn't being received with much accuracy.

“No, no! I didn’t do a single thing! Besides, the Hero is currently occupied with the Beastmen, right? Yuri is still missing, and the Sage’s Tower wasn't at the coordinates we were given...”

“Those are trivial details,” Emilina said, her smile never wavering. “My job is to ensure the situation is exactly as Yuri-sama desires by the time he returns.”

I felt a genuine chill of fear looking at her. 

“B-but, does changing the phrasing of the report really accomplish anything?”

“Alf Town will become independent,” she stated flatly.

“...Wait. Did I mishear you? I think I heard something insane.”

“Oh, how terrible. Shall I use Healing Magic on your ears?”

“My hearing is fine! I’m not injured!”

“At any rate,” Emilina continued, “now that the Demon Lord has been subjugated, we will be recognized as an independent nation. However...”

Her expression shifted, turning grave.

“...Is there a problem?” I asked.

“Well, to ensure a new country doesn't perish while surrounded by enemies, we have to take various precautions. We need the backing of a major power.”

“I guess that makes sense. It would be a disaster if the country was destroyed the day after it was founded.”

“The most efficient route would be for Yuri-sama to become engaged to Elu-sama. We are in the Beast King’s good graces, but...”

“But the rest of the Beast Kingdom doesn't care for us?”

“Precisely. It’s unavoidable. The Kingdom of Inraku has a history of severe discrimination against non-humans. It’s only natural they wouldn't trust someone from there.”

“Wait, wouldn't 'recognizing independence' just mean we become a Subordinate State of the Kingdom of Inraku?”

“That is likely their intention. However, Yuri-sama’s ideals cannot be achieved if we remain under their thumb.”

“...And what exactly are those ideals?”

“A country where all races can live in peace and equality, of course.”

Hearing that, I finally understood. There weren't many places as diverse and intermingled as this town. If Yuri was truly working toward building such a nation, then the current chaos made sense. 

In truth, Yuri probably hadn't thought that far ahead, but his actions were so consistent that they made everyone believe he was a master strategist. 

Then, the event that would decide our fate occurred.

“Sasha-sama! Emilina-sama! I have a report!”

A Mercenary who had been sent to scout the Holy Principality of Ames burst into the room, breathless.

“What is it?”

“Yuri-sama has returned! But, well...”

Normally, this would be cause for celebration, but the Mercenary looked miserable.

“Is something wrong?”

“Yes... For some reason, Yuri-sama has returned with a group of people who appear to be from the Holy Principality of Ames.”

“...I don’t follow. Are you saying they’ve taken him hostage?” Emilina asked.

With Yuri’s power, it was hard to imagine him being captured, but he was undeniably airheaded at times. If they had played their cards right, the possibility wasn't zero.

“Ah, no. It’s just... one of them appears to be a noblewoman from the Principality, and she seems... unusually close to Yuri-sama—”

Snap!

The sound of something breaking echoed through the room. Sasha’s quill pen had been snapped perfectly in two. Despite the violence of the action, Sasha’s smile remained fixed on her face.

“Honestly, Big Brother... I wonder where he keeps picking up these mice. We really must be thorough when we exterminate mice.”

“Hieee...” 

The Mercenary let out a pathetic whimper. I couldn't blame him; the pressure radiating from Sasha was terrifying.

“J-just please, come quickly!”

Urged by the terrified man, we hurried out to meet Yuri.
Return and Departure

I returned to Alf Town with Marisa in tow, though it was hardly by choice.

I didn't think it had been that many days, but why did I feel like I'd aged a decade? The answer was obvious: Marisa. The woman hadn't stopped talking since we left.

“So this is the Land of God…” Marisa whispered, her eyes sparkling as she took in the City Wall.

“It’s just a town. More importantly, things look a bit chaotic.”

I’d stationed people at the gate for defense—mostly children who were Orphans—but today, they were running around in a frantic blur. I managed to catch one of them to find out what was going on.

“You look busy. Did something happen?”

“Ah, Yuri-sama! Welcome back! Um... the town is about to be attacked!” the child cried, using his whole body to emphasize the gravity of the situation.

“That is horrible!” Marisa interjected. “To attempt to attack God is more than just sacrilege!”

Really? You’re the one saying that? The same person who was ready to die a moment ago just to trigger a cosmic war?

I gave a weary, wry smile at Marisa’s sudden display of motivation.

“If you wish, shall we repel these attackers for you?” she proposed.

As much as I lacked military power, the offer was tempting. But I didn't want to create a debt. If I let her help now, I’d have to pay it back eventually, and I didn't even want to imagine what a lunatic like her would demand as payment. My best bet was to do her a favor and then have her "repay" me by leaving as soon as possible. 

“No, that won’t be necessary. You’ve taken proper countermeasures, right?” I asked the boy.

“Even if you ask me, I don't know!”

“Fair enough. Is Emilina taking Command?”

“Emina-sama and Sasha-sama are!” he replied with total confidence.

“You mean... Emilina, right?”

“Yeah, that’s right. Emina-sama.”

I see. They’ve been calling her that for so long that the name has stuck. Asking again won’t change the answer.

“I understand. Where are they now?”

“I think they were gathering at the inn.”

“Right. We’ll head there immediately.”

We entered the town and made a beeline for the inn.



Despite our haste, it took an unexpectedly long time to reach our destination. The reason was simple: Marisa wouldn't stop bombarding me with questions about the town’s infrastructure.

“Um, God? What is that?”

“I’m not God. For the last time, call me Yuri. And that? That’s just a Fountain.”

“I-I see. Then I shall call you God Yuri-sama.”

I wished she wouldn't bow so ostentatiously in the middle of the street. We were lucky the streets were mostly empty; otherwise, we would have been the center of a very awkward scene.

“A Fountain... Water is so abundant in this country that you can use it freely. But I didn't see a water source nearby?”

“Ah, that’s because we’re pulling Water from a distant source through Water Pipes.”

“Doesn’t that require an astronomical amount of labor...?”

“Everyone worked hard, that’s for sure.”

“I thought so... I can’t even imagine how many decades that took to build.”

Decades? It only took a couple of months.

“Ah, what about that over there?”

“That’s a warehouse. Look, just follow me for now.”

“Of course! I will follow you anywhere, no matter how far! Forever!”

Maybe I should have told her "don't follow me."

With that heavy thought hanging over me, I stepped into the inn. The moment I crossed the threshold, Sasha lunged at me.

“Big brother! You’re safe!”

“Yeah. I hurried as much as I could, but it took some time. Sorry.”

“No, it’s okay. More importantly... who are these people?”

“I’ll explain one by one. This is the Sage, Melty, and the Fanatic, Marisa.”

Melty hid behind Fritz, looking mortified. “U-Um... may I go get some clothes...?”

“Right. I’ve finished the introductions, so go ahead. Do you know where the place is?”

“...No.”

“Sigh... I get it. Just wait behind me for a second.”

Melty nodded weakly, and I turned my attention to Emilina. 

“I heard the gist of it at the gate. Is the aggressor the Beast Kingdom?”

According to my Presence Detection, they were the only ones approaching. However, I was on good terms with the Beast King. Why would he attack a territory belonging to the Kingdom of Inraku? Either he was a fool, or my father—the Mastermind—had already gotten to him. 

Even without the protagonist, the pieces were moving. The Hero, the Saint, the Sage... the very people my father would eventually find troublesome were all gathered here.

“Um, well...” Emilina said with a strained smile. “It’s not just the Beast Kingdom. The Holy Principality of Ames and the Demon Kingdom are... also involved.”

I noticed Emilina’s gaze shifting toward Marisa.

“What? How did that happen?”

“I-It’s a misunderstanding!” Marisa cried. “I only did it for God’s sake—”

A misunderstanding? No, this is just the result of her being a delusional runaway train.

“Well, the Holy Principality of Ames is no longer a threat. You can see why,” I said, gesturing to the local fanatic.

“God... I see. So that’s how it is. As expected of Yuri-sama. That is a relief...” Emilina murmured, drifting into thought.

“More importantly, what’s the status of the other attacks?!”

“Lucille-chan took care of the Demon Kingdom.”

Lucille did?!

She was likely of the Demon Race, so perhaps she’d simply told them the territory was peaceful. I couldn't imagine her repelling an army alone. Only someone like the Demon Lord could drive back a demonic host single-handedly. And no matter how I looked at her, the girl I’d seen happily munching on snacks in my town didn't fit the profile of a Demon Lord. She looked like a literal child.

Still, if the demons were gone, that was one less headache.

“So that just leaves the Beast Kingdom.”

“It seems there’s a way to settle that peacefully as well. Apparently, Elu-sama was told how to handle it by Yuri-sama before.”

“By me?”

I had no memory of giving military advice. I’d only ever talked about local development.

“Yes. And so, the Beastmen headed out earlier... carrying Shovels.”

Shovels? Why Shovels? Are they digging trenches?

“Also,” Emilina added, “the Hero has already headed out to the front.”

“What?!”

That was the real shock. She had incredible Aptitude, but her Level was still low. She was just a girl with her whole life ahead of her. If she died here, the timeline might snap back toward the tragedy of the Original Game. Besides, she’d been a huge help in developing this land. I couldn't just stand by.

“Right. I’m going! Fee, Fritz, with me!”

“Understood!”

“Yeah, naturally.”

“I’m coming too!”

“Clothes...”

I think I heard two extra voices in that mix.

“Emilina, sorry, but could you find some clothes for Melty?”

“Of course,” Emilina said, smiling happily as she approached Melty while flex-wiggling her fingers.

“U-Um... I-I—”

“It’s okay. I won’t make it hurt. Oh, and I’ll be coming along as well. I’ll leave the town to Sasha-sama.”

“I-I want to go with big brother, too...” Sasha pouted.

“No. The only person I can trust with this town is my sister. Sasha, can I count on you?”

“I-I understand. If big brother puts it that way, I guess I have no choice.” Sasha looked away, clearly pleased despite herself.

With Sasha seeing us off, we prepared to leave the territory. However, between the hour-long clothing montage and Melty wailing, “I can’t get married now...” it took a while before we actually hit the road. That, I suppose, was just par for the course.
The Hero's Battle

Hero Emma and her group of beastmen were busy preparing to intercept the great criminal who had long tormented the people: Guiche, the First Prince of the Beast Kingdom.

The beastmen made quick work of the earth, their shovels cutting into the dirt with rhythmic, satisfying thuds. Emma, however, was having no such luck. She tried to mimic them with her stone sword, but she couldn't manage to dig so much as a shallow trench.

It was only natural, really.

Even if they were both made of stone, one was a sword and the other was a shovel. The ease of use was on a completely different level. Beyond that, while the shovels were embedded with Magic Stones specialized for excavation, the stone sword was only enchanted with sharpness. Emma didn't yet possess the strength to literally "cut" the ground.

"Even so, Lady Elu, what is the point of digging holes here? Shouldn't we be conserving our stamina for the attack instead of wearing ourselves out?"

"No, Lord Yuri taught me this," Elu replied. "He said that against beasts, simple traps are the most effective. Apparently, he once completely neutralized a stampede using nothing but pits."

"O-Oh! Such a thing actually happened?"

"That’s why this should work against my brother, Guiche, as well."

"I see. Still, this shovel is incredible. No matter how much I dig, I don't feel the slightest bit of fatigue."

"It is a Magic Shovel crafted by Lord Yuri, after all. He claims one can even defeat a Dragon with it."

"Haha! Surely you jest. But I suppose that just speaks to how amazing it is."

"Indeed. Thanks to this, we can set our traps even if we're forced onto the defensive."

The sounds of cheerful chatter drifted through the air, despite the imminent raid. Elu was likely being considerate, doing her best to soothe the nerves of the group before the tension reached a breaking point. 

That sort of thing is supposed to be my job as the Hero, Emma thought.

Suppreseeing a slight prickle of frustration, she went back to helping with the holes. As she worked, she practiced her grip on the stone sword. The blade seemed to have been left with just enough "room" for further enchantment, as if it were waiting for her to pour her own Light Magic Power into it.

If she could fire off a slash of pure Light to annihilate the enemy in a single blow... well, a girl could dream.

"Yeah, as expected of my stone sword!" Emma let out a happy smile and returned to the digging.

◇　◇　◇

"Lady Elu, the pitfall is complete!"

"Excellent. Cover it up so it’s invisible, then we'll wait leisurely for my brother to arrive."

"Understood!"

The group sat down on the grass, settling in for the wait. An hour slowly bled away. Then—

"Lady Elu! Guiche’s army is in sight!" 

The scout returned, breathless and panicked.

"So, they’ve finally come..."

The relaxed atmosphere evaporated instantly. A sharp, cold tension rippled through Elu’s followers.

"I just hope this plan works," Elu whispered.

If the enemy noticed the pitfall, the battle would be over in a heartbeat. They had to maintain a combat-ready stance to draw the enemy in, yet look vulnerable enough to provoke a reckless charge. It was a delicate, exhausting balancing act.

"It’ll be fine. Just leave that part to me." 

Emma saw the anxiety etched onto Elu’s face and reached out to pat the girl’s head. Then, while she was at it, she gave Elu's tail a firm squeeze. She indulged in the mofumofu fluffiness without a care for the time or place.

"W-Wait, Emma-san!?" Elu’s face turned a violent shade of crimson as she spun around.

"Just recharging my fighting spirit. Anyway, I'm off."

Emma hoisted the stone sword onto her shoulder and began a slow, deliberate walk toward the approaching force. 

It wasn't exactly the full military might of the Beast Kingdom. Guiche had brought his personal retainers and a small contingent of soldiers provided by the nobles supporting his claim. Still, they easily numbered over a hundred. Emma’s group was, at best, a dozen people.

The math didn't add up for a victory. To make matters worse, Guiche’s subordinates radiated the unmistakable aura of seasoned warriors. On Emma’s side, the vast majority—including herself—were only single-digit Levels.

Telling them not to be nervous was an exercise in futility.

Emma’s palms were slick with sweat. She adjusted her grip on the stone sword, squeezing the hilt tight. I don’t have to wipe them all out, she told herself. But if I can just shave down their numbers a little...

She stood her ground in front of her comrades and leveled her blade.

"Lady Elu... will she be okay?"

"She will be fine. We must believe in Lady Emma," Elu said, her voice steady as she encouraged the others.

Knowing Elu placed such trust in her caused a strange, foreign power to well up in Emma’s chest.

"I am your opponent!" Emma shouted at the approaching horde. 

She focused every ounce of her Light Magic Power, funneling it into the stone sword.

"You rebel," Guiche spat, his forehead twitching with suppressed rage. "You dare defy me to the end? Then prepare yourself!"

At his command, the beastmen charged as one.

In that exact moment, Emma swung her blade.

"Take this! Emma’s Finishing Move... BRAVE SLAAAAAAAASH!"

With her thunderous cry, a massive burst of Light erupted from the stone sword. It was blinding, a searing white veil that seemed to swallow the beastmen whole. When the light faded, nothing remained.

Or so it appeared.

"Huff... huff... I did... what I could..." Emma gasped.

The recoil from using far more Magic Power than she possessed was instantaneous. Her vision swam, and she collapsed where she stood.

◇　◆　◇

In reality, Emma’s Attack lacked the raw power to actually vaporize beastmen with such a massive Level gap. There was a much more practical reason they had disappeared.

The blinding light had been the perfect screen. Unable to see their feet, the entire charging line had plummeted straight into the pitfall trap. 

The only one left was a slender member of the Demon Race hovering in the sky. For some reason, he was acting as an ally to the beastmen.

"Lady Elu! Prince Guiche and the others are using their own men as stepping stones! They're trying to climb out!"

"What!?"

This was outside of Elu’s calculations. She had only heard Yuri’s story about trapping a pack of Wolves. She had assumed that, given enough time, the enemy would simply tire themselves out and surrender. The idea that Guiche would literally kick his own comrades into the dirt to use them as footstools hadn't even entered her mind.

"W-What do we do? If Lord Yuri were here..."

She racked her brain for a solution, but time had run out. Guiche’s head breached the edge of the pit.

"Kukuku... did you really think such a pathetic trap could—GWAF!?"

The moment he leaped from the hole, a massive rock slammed into him from above, sending him crashing back into the depths.

"Huh? What just happened?"

Elu spun around. Standing behind her was me.

◇　◆　◇

"Hmm. Don't you think they're just going to climb out?"

I had been watching the beastmen fall into the pit from a distance, debating whether or not I should get involved. They’d successfully trapped the enemy, which should have been the cue to start a one-sided slaughter. Instead, Elu and her group were just... staring at the hole.

"What's the plan, Yuri?" Fritz asked.

"I felt a bit bad about stealing their Experience Points from the sidelines," I muttered, "but we can't have the enemy escaping. I guess I'll just plug the hole."

"Wait, plug it?" Melty looked at me as if I’d suggested drinking the ocean. "That pit is enormous."

"You could do this too, Melty. It’s just making a few rocks fall."

I didn't wait for her reply. I reached out and summoned several Meteors, raining them down directly onto the pitfall. One happened to catch Guiche right as he was making his "villainous escape" monologue, sending him plummeting back into the dark.

"Eh? What on earth?"

Elu turned around, her eyes wide with confusion until they landed on me.

"Lord Yuri?"

"Yeah. I came to help."

I offered a half-hearted excuse for poaching the kills. Elu didn't seem to care about the lost Experience Points, though. She sprinted toward me and threw her arms around me with everything she had.

"You saved us, Lord Yuri! Thank you! Thank you so much!"

She pressed her face uncomfortably close to mine. I gave her head a light pat while I assessed the situation.

The beastmen were buried in the pit. I’d effectively sealed the exit, so they weren't going anywhere. Hero Emma was facedown in the dirt in the middle of the field. She was drooling and mummuring something about being "too full to eat another bite," so her life wasn't in any immediate danger.

That left the member of the Demon Race floating in the sky.

There was only one reason a demon would be here. He was the Mastermind.

I glared up at him. He didn't seem intimidated; in fact, he started laughing.

"Fufu... I didn't expect the main prize to show up here. How fortunate. Those beasts were useless, anyway."

"So, you're the one who orchestrated all of this!?" Elu demanded.

The demon's expression shifted into one of pure ecstasy. "Indeed. I am the architect of this battlefield. At the request of the Supreme One, I incited those beasts to lure you out into the open."

So there was someone above him. Given my luck, it probably linked back to the Lousouth House eventually. Since I wasn't officially independent yet, I needed to be careful about—

"Then you're the one who attacked our hideout!?"

"Of course. Ah, I love it—that look of utter despair. Shall I see how much further I can make it distort?"

The demon's body began to swell. His muscles bulged, his limbs thickened, and his face elongated, shifting from a human-like visage into something draconic. 

It was a classic mid-battle transformation. And right in the middle of it—

"GHA!?"

I didn't want him finishing his speech or revealing his boss's identity, so I launched a rock imbued with a massive amount of magic power. It caught him square in the temple. His transformation stalled out, his eyes rolled back, and he dropped out of the sky like a stone.

"..."

The demon ended up head-first in the dirt, stuck in a grotesque, half-transformed state. 

It was so cliché that I actually felt a pang of secondhand embarrassment. I looked at the unconscious "Mastermind" and sighed.

"That's what happens when you try to transform in the middle of a battlefield. You're wide open."
Aftermath

The Beastmen trapped in the pitfall eventually lost their will to fight. It wasn't long before they were all our prisoners.

“Damn you... what do you plan to do with us?!” Guiche spat at me, his voice full of venom.

“What do you want me to do?” I countered. 

As far as I was concerned, I didn't care what happened to them, provided they didn't attack my lands again. Since our territories shared a border, I would have preferred to stay on good terms with a neighbor. However, I couldn't exactly let an armed invasion slide.

“It might be best to leave this to my father,” Elu suggested.

She was right; that was probably the cleanest way to handle it.

“The question is... who’s going to escort them?”

“...In that case, Lord Yuri, why don’t you come along? I’ll be going as well. Besides, I’ve been wanting to introduce you to Father anyway—” Elu said, looking down bashfully.

It would probably be easier to put the man in my debt if I spoke to him face-to-face.

“Fair enough. Once I’ve finished up my business in the territory, let's head out together.”

Elu’s face lit up with a happy smile. “Thank you very much. I’ll send a letter to Father immediately to let him know.”

“...Fee is coming, too,” Fee added, clinging tightly to my arm.

“Of course. I assumed you were coming anyway.”

“R-Right... Of course Fee is coming too...” Elu’s shoulders slumped in disappointment for some reason.

“In that case, I shall also join you—”

“Emilina, I need you to stay here,” I interrupted.

“W-Why?!”

“It’s a long journey. Aside from you and Sasha, there’s no one else I can trust to look after the territory.”

With a Saint present, it would at least serve as a deterrent against the Mastermind. Besides, after failing a three-pronged invasion, the enemy shouldn't be able to make another move immediately.

“Um, if that is the case, would you consider visiting our country as well?” Marisa interjected smoothly. “Please, allow us to entertain God.”

What exactly is she planning to do once she gets me into her country? I wanted to stay on friendly terms with the Holy Principality of Ames, but agreeing meant spending an indefinite amount of time with Marisa. I weighed the pros and cons in my head.

“W-Well... eventually, perhaps.” 

I decided to leave the matter in limbo for now.

“Yes, I shall be looking forward to it!” 

Listening to her cheerful voice, I couldn't help but wonder if I’d been too hasty in my reply.



“Now then, it’s about time we—”

I was ready to head back when Melty suddenly grabbed my sleeve.

“The clothes... You haven't forgotten, have you?”

“I-I haven’t forgotten. We’re stopping by your tower now, right?”

“Yes! Let’s go. Right now. Quickly. We need to move fast to get away from that Demon—” Melty hissed, trying to pull me away.

“Oh? And who exactly is a ‘Demon’?” Emilina asked, her voice sweet and her smile radiant.

“That would be... well...” 

As Emilina beamed at her, Melty turned deathly pale and used me as a human shield. She was trembling like a leaf. I wasn't entirely sure what had happened when Emilina was helping her pick out clothes earlier, but it had clearly left a mark.

“May I join you as well?” Emilina asked.

“You’re coming too?”

“Indeed.”

Emilina’s smile never wavered. I glanced at Melty for confirmation; the girl was nodding her head frantically. No—she was nodding because Emilina was staring at her with a look that clearly said, ‘You wouldn't dream of refusing me, would you?’

“Hahaha... Go easy on her, Emilina. Melty’s been a shut-in at that tower for a long time. She’s not great with people.”

“W-Who are you calling a shy, introverted, anti-social shut-in?!” Melty barked.

“I didn't go that far!”

Melty’s face turned beet red as she protested. It was mostly the truth, but there’s no point in me trying to sugarcoat it if she’s just going to shout the subtext out loud.

“Fee is following Lord Yuri,” Fee stated firmly.

“And what about me?” Fritz asked.

“Right. Just in case, could you stay with Elu?”

“Leave it to me. If anything goes wrong, I’ll blow them away with my sword,” Fritz said with a confident smirk.

After seeing them off, the rest of us headed toward the location where I had sent the tower flying.



We arrived at the spot where the tower should have landed, but there was nothing there. 

To be precise, there was a massive pile of rubble, but it was impossible to recognize it as the Sage’s Tower.

“Huh? It should be right around here...” I muttered, looking around. I couldn't find anything that looked even remotely like a functional tower.

“A-Ah... My tower?”

“...Maybe it burned down?” I suggested, looking at the state of the debris. It was the only logical conclusion.

“What? Y-You’re joking, right?” Melty’s face drained of color.

“W-We don't know for sure yet. This might not even be the Sage’s Tower.”

Technically, I only teleported the tower. I didn't set it on fire. It shouldn't have been able to burn, unless...

“Come to think of it, this is the area where the Demon Race launched their attack,” I noted.

The pieces started falling into place. If the Demon Race had been involved, they probably went on a rampage in the vicinity.

“Well, for now, let’s check the wreckage.”

We sifted through the debris. Before long, we found charred remnants of Magic Books and scraps of cloth. Melty gathered the blackened remains in her arms, looking utterly dazed. It was a pitiful sight.

“I worked so hard to collect these... all my research...”

“Look, I... it’s my fault for sending the tower here. I’m sorry.”

“N-No... all things with form eventually vanish. It just happened a little sooner than expected,” she said, a hollow laugh escaping her lips. Her eyes were devoid of light.

“I’ll find you a place to live, but I can't exactly replace the Magic Books...” 

Wait. If the Demon Race caused the fire, couldn't I hold them responsible? Perhaps I could leverage that to get her access to their archives, or maybe ask the Holy Principality of Ames for a look at theirs. Since I was partially responsible for this mess, I had to do what I could.

“Since the fire was likely caused by the Demon Race, I’ll make sure they take responsibility. Maybe I can get them to show you their Magic Books—”

Before I could finish, Melty’s eyes ignited with excitement. she lunged forward and grabbed my hands.

“Please! Do whatever it takes! Ah, to see Magic Books I’ve never laid eyes on... there’s no greater happiness! And if they belong to the Demon Race, they must contain the highest tier of magic! I can't wait!”

She looked like she was about to burst into a dance. She had completely forgotten about her own burned belongings. I might have overpromised. If I can't pull this off now, I’m in trouble.

“I-It might not work out with the demons, so if that fails, we’ll try the Holy Principality of Ames—”

“That’s even better! The restricted Magic Books of the Holy Principality are the rarest of the rare! Compared to those, the books I had were basically scrap paper!”

“In that case, I shall continue choosing your clothes—” Emilina added.

“I don't need those!” Melty barked.

“No, you can't exactly walk around without clothes,” I countered. “Just let her pick a few outfits for you.”

“Ugh... trials are the price of rewards, aren't they? Very well! I will endure this hell and find my way to heaven!”

I really have no idea what Emilina is doing to her.

With a look of grim resolve, Melty accepted her fate: another round of clothes shopping with Emilina.
Refrigerator

With the immediate crises handled, we returned to our territory.

The moment we arrived, I noticed Emilina clutching Melty’s hand with an unsettlingly joyful expression.

“Now then, it's time for the clothes—”

“It’s for the reward,” Melty interrupted, her voice trembling. “I’ve steeled myself!”

“Before that, how about a trip to the Bath? We’ve finished our work, after all.”

“Nyah!?”

Without another word, Emilina hauled Melty off toward the Dressing Room.

“I-I can’t get away! W-Why? I’m using Reinforcement Magic! How can you have such Superhuman Strength when you look like that!?”

“Who exactly are you calling a Strongwoman?” Emilina asked, her eyes glowing with a faint, predatory Light.

Melty turned toward me, her eyes brimming with tears as she cast a desperate look for salvation.

“H-Help me...”

“Sorry, I can't really help you when it comes to clothes. Best to just leave it to Emilina.”

“T-Traitor...”

I watched Melty being dragged away, her heels furrowing the ground. Once they were out of sight, I took Marina and headed for the Muller Company.



The Muller Company building was the second-largest structure in the territory, surpassed only by my own mansion. 

The first floor operated as a sprawling marketplace for a vast array of goods, with an integrated warehouse and state-of-the-art facilities for both refrigeration and freezing. It even featured advanced plumbing—so advanced, in fact, that Alan had developed a problematic reluctance to ever leave the building for business negotiations.

It had become a common sight to see him being scolded by his wife, Elie, and his daughter, Asha, while his subordinates physically dragged him toward his meetings as he sobbed.

That was exactly the scene unfolding before my eyes when we arrived.

“Ah, Lord Yuri! What brings you here today?”

As if by magic, the teary-eyed Alan vanished, replaced instantly by a man wearing a professional, polished smile.

“It’s nothing urgent. If you were on your way to a negotiation, I can come back later.”

“No, no, nothing takes priority over you, Lord Yuri. I was just about to send my subordinates off on their own. It’s high time they learned to handle negotiations without me.”

“T-This is the first we’ve heard of that?!” his subordinates cried out, their eyes wide with shock.

Alan ignored them entirely. 

“Come, please, step inside. I’m sure my wife will be delighted to see you.”

“If you’re sure...”

I followed him into the building, though a seed of doubt remained. Fee and Marina trailed closely behind me. As we walked, Asha appeared from the far end of the hallway and lunged at Fee.

“Fee-chan! You’re back!”

“It’s been a while nano.”

Being close in age, the two of them always seemed to hit it off.

“Fee, why don't you go play for a bit?” I suggested.

“B-But Fee must provide protection for Lord Yuri—”

“This is my own territory. Do you really think there's any danger here?”

“It’s nothing but danger! Emilina (Thief), Lucille (Magical Beast), Melty (Pervert), and Marina (Bad Person)—there are all kinds of threats here!”

“Is that so? Well, Marina is with me and Alan is here, so it should be fine.”

“...Fee-chan? You can't play?” Asha asked, her voice dropping into a lonely tone.

Fee looked back and forth between us, her head swinging like a pendulum as she struggled with the dilemma.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “If anything happens, I’ll call for you immediately.”

“That’s a promise nano. I’ll come running nano.”

“Yeah. Of course.”

Only after that solemn vow did Fee finally disappear to play with Asha. Alan then led the rest of us into the reception room.

“They’re as close as ever, I see.”

“They’ve spent a lot of time together.”

“By the way,” Alan said, his gaze shifting to the girl beside me. “Who might this young lady be?”

“Ah, she’s a troublem—I mean, she’s apparently a Noble from the Holy Principality of Ames.”

“It is an honor to meet you. I am Marina Ames, Daughter of Duke Ames. My father governs the Holy Principality.”

I’d written her off as a mere nuisance, but she was apparently a noble of significantly higher standing than I’d realized. If I recalled correctly, Duke Ames held a position equivalent to a king. He only used the title of 'Duke' because their state doctrine dictated that God was the only true sovereign.

Alan’s professional smile froze on his face. He moved with the stiffness of a rusted machine, pulling me away from her to whisper in my ear.

“Why would you bring someone that important here without warning?! If I’d known, I would have dressed properly! I would have prepared appropriate hospitality!”

“Relax. You don't need to do any of that for her. Actually... if you show her the Refrigerator in this building, she’ll probably cry with joy.”

“A warehouse? You want me to show a Duke's Daughter a storage room?!”

“Is something the matter?” Marina asked, stepping closer to investigate our whispering.

“N-Nothing at all! Right, Lord Yuri?”

“Marina, this place has a Refrigerator. Do you want to see it?”

“Wait! What are you saying, Lord Yuri?!” Alan hissed, trying desperately to stop me.

But my intuition was right. Marina’s interest was instantly piqued.

“A Re-fri-ger-ator? You don't mean a ‘Mock Refrigerator’?”

“No. A real Refrigerator.”

“I would very much like to see that.”

“There you have it,” I said to Alan.

“Haa... it’s hardly something meant for public viewing,” Alan sighed, but he began leading us toward the back of the building.



He opened a massive, heavy door at the edge of the mansion, revealing the Giant Refrigerator Room. Inside, rows of food supplies intended for the Muller Company were kept in chilled perfection.

“It’s a bit cluttered, so please mind your step,” Alan cautioned.

Marina didn't hear him. She stood frozen. Since we were inside the cold storage, the temperature was plummeting, and I worried she might start shivering. The reaction I got was the exact opposite.

“Incredible... this is incredible! What is this?! A Tool of God? A Divine Tool?! I cannot believe it. This is no mock—this is a True Refrigerator!”

Despite her thin clothing, she didn't seem to feel the cold at all. She was practically vibrating with excitement.

“Tell me... did Lord God (Yuri) create this as well?”

The way she said it felt… off, but I gave her a nod. “I did.”

“Can these be made anywhere? For instance... in my private chambers back in the Holy Principality of Ames?”

“The construction is simple enough, but this isn't really something meant for a living space. Besides, it constantly drains Magic Power. If I’m not nearby to maintain the source, it would stop working almost immediately.”

“We have to employ specialized staff just to infuse it with Magic Power every single day,” Alan added.

Even that didn't dampen her spirits. Marina began groaning to herself, clearly unwilling to let the dream go.

“Why do you want one in your room so badly anyway?” I asked.

“The truth is...”

She explained that due to the nature of the land, the Holy Principality of Ames was saturated with Fire Magic Power, making it a stiflingly hot country. It was humid and muggy year-round, which was why people there used Mock Refrigerators just to stay cool.

“I see. If that's the case, a Cooler would probably be a better fit. Now that Melty is here, maybe we should start working on one.”

“A C-Cooler? What in the world is that?!”

“A device that sends a blast of cold air into a room at the push of a button. I couldn't get the switching mechanism to work right on my own, but with a Sage like Melty helping, we can probably figure it out.”

She was a Sage, after all. When it came to the logic of magic, she was second to none in this world.

“Please... I beg of you. A Divine Tool Cooler... I can’t even imagine it...”

Marina looked like she was drifting into a state of religious ecstasy. Seeing her reaction, I had a sinking suspicion that this device would be a massive hit in the Holy Principality. I glanced at Alan; he clearly felt the same, as he gave me a sharp, business-minded nod.

At the time, however, I failed to realize one crucial thing.

In the Holy Principality of Ames, the word “God” carried a weight that was far more literal—and far more dangerous—than I could have ever imagined.
Women's Bath

Melty was being led away by Emilina, stripped of her clothes before she even had a chance to resist.

"I-Is this magic!?"

There shouldn't have been such a thing as undressing magic, but she was being stripped so effortlessly that it felt like nothing else could explain it.

"What are you talking about?" Emilina asked, her voice tinged with exasperation.

Apparently, it wasn't magic. 

That just meant she was an incredibly skilled thief with some very questionable habits. Her smile looked suspiciously dark, and the way she whispered those sweet, coaxing words made it clear she was trying to pull some kind of scam.

"More importantly, let's hurry up."

"W-Where do you think you're taking me?! I-I'm not selling my body, you know!?"

"I’m not selling it; I’m cleaning it."

"T-That makes it sound like I’m filthy!?"

"Well, if you haven't washed, you are, aren't you?"

"I’m fine! I’ve been using cleaning magic—"

"So you really haven't taken a proper bath in ages. That settles it. You’re going in."

"That's why I said, with cleaning magic..."

"When was the last time you actually wiped your body down?"

"...A year ago?"

"Into the bath you go, right now! You’re grimy."

Melty found herself dragged along by Emilina’s Superhuman Strength.

"T-That’s why I’m saying, even without a bath, if I just wipe—besides, if I'm naked, I won't be able to react if we're suddenly attacked!"

"It’s fine. This is the women's bath; no one is going to attack you here."

"Um... I’m being attacked right now, though..."

"Ahaha, what a funny joke."

She’s not listening to a word I say...

"Now, let's go!"

Before she knew it, the Great Thief had undressed herself as well. Emilina shoved Melty from behind, forcing her into the bathhouse.

Steam rose from a massive bathtub, filled to the brim with an absurd amount of hot water—the kind one would only see in a high noble's mansion. I didn't even want to contemplate how much money had been sunk into this bathroom alone. If I was going to be forced into a place like this, a place I might never see again, I would have at least preferred to soak in peace and quiet.

But Emilina had been excessively touchy for a while now. 

In the distance, I could see another girl under the guise of "carefully washing" a beastman child, but she was really just stroking the poor kid's body all over.

"Let's get you nice and clean."

"I-It tickles, Emma-san."

"Now, now. It’ll be a disaster if we miss a spot. We have to scrub every nook and cranny."

The girl was intensely fluffing the child’s fur while pretending to wash their tail. The beastman child tried desperately to squirm away, but they were eventually caught and subjected to an eternity of fluffing.

"See? This is just common sense in the bath!" Emilina declared with total confidence.

No matter how I looked at it, she was lying. And yet, perhaps this was simply the common sense of this territory. Since it was actually playing out right in front of my eyes, I didn't have enough evidence to refute her.

"I-Is this really common sense? Shouldn't a bath be a more... solemn experience?"

"This isn't a noble's bath, you know? It’s a bath for commoners, so the basic rule is to have fun while you soak."

"I am having zero fun."

"Then let's have fun together!"

"I-I’m getting out now..."

"You haven't even gotten in yet! Come on, hurry up!!"

"I told you, stop touching me so casually while you’re pushing!"

"That's because you won't just get in."

"I'll get in! I’m getting in!!"

In the end, Melty was not released from Emilina’s clutches until the moment they finally left the water.



"I... I truly can't get married anymore..."

"We'll just have Lord Yuri find a husband for you."

"Enough... I’m going to become a shut-in and spend the rest of my life buried in research."

"In that case, I’ll just take you for myself."

"I am never leaving my room again. Goodbye."

"Wait. We’re going to go look at clothes now, remember? Come on, let's go!"

"W-Wait a minute. I haven't even put my clothes back on..."

"Well, you can't try on new clothes if you're already wearing clothes, can you!?"

"B-But if I stay here like this, someone will see—"

"What on earth are you two doing?"

Having returned from the Muller Company, we were in the middle of guiding Marina to the inn. We just happened to run into Melty and the others as they emerged from the dressing room, but the timing couldn't have been worse.

For some reason, Melty was standing there in nothing but her underwear. 

Well, considering she was dressed in a nearly identical fashion when we first met, she probably just feels more comfortable like that. I had wanted to consult her about the construction of the cooler, but this clearly wasn't the time.

"Sorry, I’ve intruded. Also, I don't care how much you like that 'outfit,' you’re going to catch a cold. At least put on a top."

I sighed and gently draped my jacket over Melty’s shoulders. The sizes didn't match at all, and it wasn't even close to fully covering her, but it was better than nothing.

"Wait! That makes it sound like I’m dressed like this because I want to be!"

"Is that not the case?"

"I-It isn't! Emilina is the one who—"

"We're just about to go pick out some clothes for Lady Melty. Would you like to join us, Lord Yuri?"

"No, I’ll pass. Just pick out as many as she needs."

"Of course, my lord."

"I-I only need one—"

"Now, now, we're wasting time just standing here. Let's go pick some out immediately."

Melty was hauled away. She certainly seemed occupied.

"Can I stop by your room later? There are a few things I’d like to discuss—"

"Don't wait until later, come right now—"

"...At least put some clothes on first."

Why do only crazy people gather in my territory...

They often say there’s a thin line between perversion and genius.

"This territory is unexpectedly... open, isn't it? No matter how hot it gets, people don't usually walk around naked—"

Even Marina, the local Pervert, looked like she was backing away from the sheer level of exhibitionism on display.

"Don't lump us in with her. She’s an exception."

"What was that? You’re making it sound like I’m always naked!?"

"..."

"Don't go silent on me!"

"For now, Fee, please stop pinching me."

"It’s because you won't stop staring, Lord Yuri!"

"A-Anyway, just let me know when you're finished changing."

"Understood."

"In that case, I'll help too," Emilina said, continuing to shove Melty along. Marina followed behind them with a bright smile.

"Help me! I’m innocent!"

Melty continued her frantic protest until the very end. 

But really, if she were truly being forced, would she have actually stepped out of the dressing room without any clothes on? No, of course not.

In other words, it was easy to imagine that Melty understood exactly what she was doing and was just putting on a show to enjoy herself. For now, I decided to wait until she was decent.



"Lady Marina, since you've come all this way, I assume there's something you wish to discuss that you'd rather Lord Yuri didn't hear?" Emilina asked as she treated Melty like a living dress-up doll.

"You’re very perceptive. I thought it would be easier to consult with the Saint of this country beforehand."

"Um... could you please stop having an important conversation while you play with me like a toy?"

"Is this... regarding the Holy Principality?"

"Yes. We rule our nation in God's stead. You are aware of that, Lady Emilina?"

"Yes, I remember. That’s why you don't appoint a king..."

"Actually... I have discovered God."

Marina’s eyes sparkled with an unsettling intensity. Watching her, Emilina quickly grasped the gravity of the situation.

"I-I’m not listening! I didn't hear anything! So please, just let me go—"

Melty desperately tried to cover her ears. However, as she was being forced into different outfits, her hands were repeatedly pulled away, and the words reached her regardless.

"I wish for God... for Lord Yuri to rule over our country. I was wondering if you might know a good way to bring that about?"
Completed Crops

“Rule the country? Does Duke Ames even know about this…?”

“I intend to persuade him, of course. Once I show Father the Divine Tool you’re calling a ‘Cooler,’ he’ll grant his consent in a heartbeat.”

“Wait a second! Could you tell me more about this Divine Tool? In detail!?”

Melty, who had been an utterly helpless plaything until a moment ago, suddenly snapped to attention. She practically lunged at Marina.

“Come to think of it, Yuri-sama did mention it,” Emilina added. “He said he would need Melty-sama’s cooperation for Divine Tool Crafting—”

“Y-You should have told me that sooner! I’ll be right back!”

Despite being in the middle of a wardrobe change—she was still only wearing clothes on her upper half—Melty dashed out of the room in a frantic blur.

Emilina scrambled to stop her, but even with her Superhuman Strength, she couldn't hold back the Sage’s desperate momentum.

“To think a Divine Tool could actually be created by human hands… and that I get to play a part in it! Moving here might be the first good thing that’s ever happened to me!”

◇　◆　◇

Whether she had finally finished dressing or had simply made a break for it, she eventually came flying out of the room.

However, despite the supposed wardrobe change, she was still only dressed from the waist up. 

Then again, she dressed like this back at the Sage’s Tower, too.

In other words, this was simply her natural style.

“Um, I have something I need to ask.”

“What is it? If it’s money, I’m tapped out.”

“It’s not that! Is it true? Do you really want to make a Divine Tool called a Cooler with me?”

Melty pressed in, her proximity aggressive. 

Honestly, it was a lot to take in, but having Fee standing right beside me helped me maintain a pragmatic distance.

I suppose, in a literal sense, it counts as ‘bedding,’ doesn’t it?

Since it would be used during the night, the label wasn't entirely wrong, but for some reason, Melty seemed to have a particularly strong fixation on the term.

“I’ve hit a dead end working on my own,” I admitted. “I could use the help, if you're willing.”

“Let’s go! Right now! The Divine Tool is waiting for me!”

Melty grabbed my hand, trying to drag me off.

“Hold on. Do you even know where the workshop is?”

“Oh…”

Melty finally snapped back to reality and sheepishly let go of my hand. She seemed to finally notice her own state of undress and beat a hasty retreat back into the room.

◇　◇　◇

When Melty finally reappeared, she was clad in her robes.

It was the quintessential outfit of a Mage. I suppose that was only natural, given that she was a Sage.

“So, where is it? Where is the treasure!?”

“…Just try not to make a mess.”

Honestly, I was starting to wonder if I’d made a mistake in my choice of partner. 

Still, looking toward the future, the reality was that I needed a dedicated craftsman for Magic Tool production. I was gradually becoming too busy to handle the manual labor myself; I needed someone who could produce the existing items, like the Refrigerator, without my direct supervision.

With those thoughts weighing on me, I led them to the workroom in my mansion.

As usual, the floor was littered with Magic Stones I’d infused with Magic Power. Boxes for ‘Mock Refrigerators’ were stacked haphazardly in the corner, and the desk was a graveyard of cluttered notes.

“Messy again,” Fee remarked.

“Ugh… I-I’m trying to keep it organized, in my own way.”

“Which is why Fee said she would clean it for you.”

“If you move things without asking, it takes me forever to find them again—”

“Then at least throw the crumpled-up paper in the trash can.”

“…I’ll do my best.”

Fee’s face settled into a deep scowl, leaving me no choice but to bow my head in apology.

However, the others had a completely different reaction to the state of the room.

“W-W-What is this place!?”

“If there are this many ‘Mock Refrigerators,’ my country’s future is secure…”

Melty stood with her arms spread wide, her eyes sparkling with a joy so intense she looked ready to burst into dance. Marina, meanwhile, stared at the rows of boxes while muttering to herself in a low, ominous tone.

“The pile has grown again,” Marina noted. “Isn't this room getting a bit cramped?”

“Not for long. I’m having a Dedicated Factory built for the Mock Refrigerators. Once that’s finished, I plan to move everything out of here at once.”

“And by then, you’ll just have filled the space with something else,” Fee countered.

“Give me some credit. I can’t just increase production that quickly.”

“N-No… does that mean you won't be making the Divine Tool called a Cooler!?”

This time, it was Marina who cornered me. 

Why does everyone’s temperament change the moment Magic Tools are involved? 

It wasn't that complicated. You just took a Magic Stone and infused it with a bit of Magic Power. Anyone should have been able to do it.

“Ah, Meat Big Brother! You’re finally back. We got a bunch of vegetables to grow—want to take a look?”

Al walked into the room, hauling a load of produce.

Once we discovered that we could force rapid growth using Magic Stone Fertilizer, I’d had him running various experiments in the fields.

“Right… I forgot about the farm. Everyone, can you give me a minute?”

“Absolutely not! I cannot wait!” Melty declared flatly.

Left with no choice, I grabbed a nearby ‘Mock Refrigerator’ and shoved it into her hands.

“Fine. Here, this is a Magic Tool I made. You’re free to take it apart and study it.”

“A-Are you sure!?”

“Yeah. Just give me some time to talk to Al, alright?”

“Of course!”

“Ah… my precious ‘Mock Refrigerator’ is being dismantled…” Marina lamented, but I chose to ignore her.

“So, Al, what did we get?”

“Here, look.”

Al began lining up the harvest: cabbages, tomatoes, cucumbers, bell peppers… and raw meat.

“They grew quite well,” I remarked, inspecting the produce.

“The flavor is solid, too. If we try to grow them any faster than this, the taste starts to get thin.”

Taking Al’s word for it, I took a bite of a tomato. 

“Yeah, this works. The flavor is perfectly fine. Good job, Al.”

“Ehehe! Oh, Toilet Emina-sama is here too!”

Al noticed Emilina and gave her a bright, cheerful wave.

“It seems you’re working hard in your new home,” Emilina replied, her voice strained. “Also, I am Saint Emilina.”

“Yep! Because Meat Big Brother asked me to. I’m giving it my all!” 

Al flashed a proud V-sign. 

“By the way, who are the new people?” He looked toward Marina.

“I am Marina Ames, the eldest daughter of the Duke of the Holy Principality of Ames. And who is this cute Agriculture Manager?”

“The Cultivation Strong-point Marina of Se-Ames, huh! I’m Al. Big Brother put me in charge of the meat field!”

“My, my. A meat field? How wonderful.”

“Right!?”

Al beamed, clearly pleased by the praise.

“And what about the Perverted Patient lady over there?”

“Ah, that’s the Sage Melty. She’s… well, exactly what she looks like.”

Melty was already so deep into the Mock Refrigerator’s guts that she was oblivious to the world around her. She was fully dressed now, but the way she was huffing with excitement while tearing into the machine certainly justified the ‘pervert’ label.

“I see… so she’s a Perverted Patient. I hope she gets better soon,” Al said, his expression softening with pity.

He really is a good kid. Even if he doesn’t always listen and does the most outrageous things…

As I watched them, Fee whispered from beside me.

“More importantly… why is there meat?”

I had remained silent, sensing that this was a boundary I shouldn't cross. But the question hung in the air, heavy and foreboding.
Meat Field

"Ah, I knew you'd notice. This is my greatest masterpiece!"

Whether he was simply happy to get a reaction or not, Al spoke with a wide smile spreading across his face.

I fought the urge to cover my ears, doing my best to act as though I hadn't noticed—as though I hadn't even touched upon that Wind.

"Heh, so you were able to make something like that. That’s impressive. Now, about this cabbage—"

"Muu... Brother, you look like you don't really care at all."

"T-That’s not true."

But the fact that there’s raw Meat sitting right here means it was harvested from the field, right? Did he actually plant it? Surely he wouldn't go that far... would he?

I looked at Al’s expression. He turned a gaze toward me that was utterly devoid of doubt. Looking into those innocent eyes, I found it impossible to believe anything other than the fact that he had actually planted it.

Is it possible that in this world, using Magic Stones as a substitute for fertilizer allows for the mass production of any food imaginable? If that’s the case, the world’s food crisis would be solved in an instant.

Driven by that flickering hope, I decided to ask him.

"By any chance... did it grow after you planted it in the field?"

"...What are you talking about, Brother? Meat doesn't grow from fields."

Al stated the obvious as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"I know that because I actually tried it! There's no mistake!"

He beamed at me with a full smile. 

As I suspected, Al was still Al. To think he had actually put it to the test...

"Then how did you get this Meat?"

"That's easy."

Al then began to explain the process in excruciating detail.



"Brother’s tools are as easy to use as always."

Al had been tilling the field. Once he had finished a certain portion, he had triumphantly planted pieces of Meat and scattered White Powder—ground-up Magic Stones—over them as fertilizer.

"With this, I'll have a huge harvest of Meat by tomorrow. I can't wait."

Looking down at the buried Meat, Al’s face had softened with happy anticipation. However, when he returned to the field the following day, he witnessed something inexplicable.

"I-It’s gone?! W-Why?!"

Despite the vegetables in the other experimental plots firmly beginning to bear fruit, not so much as a sprout had emerged from this Meat Field. It was a self-evident result, but to Al, it was a catastrophe.

"C-Could it be..."

With a grim expression, Al reached a certain conclusion.

"Does Meat just take a longer time to grow?!"

He felt as though he had grasped a fundamental truth of the universe. It was, of course, a complete delusion.

"Alright, I'm going to raise it right!!"

From that day forward, Al took meticulous care of the Meat Field every single day. Despite his devotion, the Meat Field showed... absolutely no change.

(※ Shortly after this, the Meat was deliciously consumed by the Mole Monsters (Staff Members).)

"W-Why? Is my love for the Meat insufficient? Do I need to be even more thorough in my care?!"

Al agonized over the problem. For some reason, the basic fact that Meat does not grow when planted in the Earth had completely vanished from his mind, replaced by the unwavering premise that it should work.

"The Meat Brother said it, too—that it’s better to try all sorts of things. Alright, I'll try everything!"

After that, Al attempted to grow the Meat using various patterns. He tried planting it deep, leaving it half-exposed, chopping it into pieces, and even grilling it...

(※ Shortly after this, the Meat was deliciously consumed by the Strange Bird Monsters (Staff Members).)

However, no matter what he did, no Meat ever grew from the field. Instead, for some reason, Monsters began to patrol the skies and the underground as if guarding the plot. 

Their payment, of course, was the Meat planted in the field.

Baffled by his lack of success, Al eventually went to Sasha for advice.

"Hey, I can't get any Meat to grow from my field. Do you know the trick to it?"

"I don't think you can grow Meat in a field, Al. It’s something you get from Livestock or Monsters."

Al stood there with his mouth agape, stunned by this revelation. However, he immediately crossed his arms and huffed.

"I-I knew that much. I was just checking to see if you knew. That's all!"

"I understand. After all, nobody would actually make a mistake like that."

"W-Well, you never know. Maybe the Meat Brother doesn't know either."

"...I feel like my elder brother would plant the Meat even if he knew better."

When Al imagined that scene, it felt strangely plausible.

"Come to think of it, the Meat Brother might have mentioned a long time ago that Meat doesn't come from fields. If I remember right, you're supposed to plant Livestock, right?"

"You don't plant them..." Sasha replied with a weary, dry smile. "Just imagine it for a second. Imagine Cows, Pigs, or Sheep being planted in a field..."

As instructed, Al closed his eyes and visualized the scene.

He saw a Cow planted in the field singing a happy song; Pigs performing a synchronized routine with their legs sticking out of the Earth; and Sheep that, once buried, sprouted into even more Sheep.

"Yeah, that looks like fun!"

"...Don't you dare do it."

She gave him a sharp warning, sensing that Al was exactly the type to try.

"It’s fine. I can't do it anyway because I’d have to catch a Cow first."

"Even if you catch one, please don't do it."

"But the Requiem of the Sinking Cow is..."

"Give it up."

Reluctantly, Al abandoned the idea of burying a Cow and decided to bury a Pig instead. That said, if such Livestock were roaming nearby, no one would be struggling for food. They weren't exactly easy to find...

"Ah, there’s one! Wait, is that a Sheep...?"

Defying his expectations, he stumbled upon a Sheep right in the field. Or rather, could it even be called a Sheep? It was three times Al's length, looking like a massive ball of fluffy white wool. If not for the distinct, spiraling horns, he might not have recognized it at all.

Though Sheep weren't supposed to be carnivorous, this one was busy devouring the raw Meat Al had planted in his Meat Field.

"This concentrated Light Magic Power is irresistible, meee. This White Powder is the secret ingredient, meee."

The Sheep was talking—something they weren't supposed to do—but since Al had never actually seen a Pig or a Sheep up close, he didn't question it. He'd heard some Monsters could talk, so he figured this was normal.

More importantly, he was focused on his theory.

If you bury a Sheep, more Sheep will grow...

He readied his Shovel and began digging rapidly around the Pseudo-sheep's feet—the part currently touching the ground.

"W-What are you doing, meee?! S-Stop it, meee!"

The Pseudo-sheep was quickly half-buried in the hole.

"This is it... here we go..."

Al watched with bated breath, his heart racing with excitement. However, perhaps because its entire body wasn't submerged yet, no new Sheep began to sprout.

"Hurry up and let me out, meee! I can't move, meee!"

"Maybe it won't grow unless I bury the whole thing?"

"It won't grow, meee! It's not going to grow, so just stop, meee!"

The Pseudo-sheep pleaded desperately. But Al figured that if he actually finished burying it, it might just work...

"I heard you're supposed to plant and raise Livestock and Sheep..."

"You’re mixing up a bunch of different stories, meee! Besides, I'm not Livestock or a Sheep, meee!"

"...Meat."

"I-I get it, meee! In exchange... I'll catch some substitute Livestock for you, meee! J-Just please forgive me, meee!"

The creature's plea was so desperate it might have moved a normal person to mercy. Al, however, simply continued to pile Earth onto the Pseudo-sheep while it talked.

"E-Enough is enough, meee!!"
Sheep Fairy

"G-geez, I can't let my guard down for a second, mee."

The Pseudo-sheep, having finally been excavated from the earth, shook its body with desperate fervor to brush off the dirt. 

"So, was that story about bringing us livestock actually true?" I asked, though I already doubted it.

"I-it's true, mee. Please, believe me, mee."

Al looked at the creature, his expression unreadable. "If it’s a lie, can I roast you? Can we have a meat party?"

"I... I don't want to be roasted, mee..."

"I'll consider it," Al said, his hand tightening on his shovel, "if you actually bring the livestock."

"U-understood, mee. P-please wait a bit, mee."

The Pseudo-sheep rolled away in a frantic, undignified scramble. 

"Is it going to bring back other sheep?" I wondered aloud.

Given its appearance, that seemed the most logical conclusion. However, logic was a rare commodity in this territory.

"Why a cow, a pig, and a bird?" I asked.

"I brought livestock, mee," the Pseudo-sheep declared, puffing out its woolly chest with unearned confidence.

Watching its smug attitude, a certain familiar tension filled the air.

"Hot! H-hot! W-why are you burning me, mee?!"

"A thank-you gift for bringing the livestock?" Al suggested.

"This is just plain bullying, mee!"

"I was told I have to eat everything properly to the very end without wasting it," Al said.

"Forget the end! I don't want you to even start the beginning, mee!"

"If I don't, Big Brother will get mad at me for wasting meat."

The creature looked at me, then back at Al. "...Isn't planting it in the field a waste, mee?"

"That’s an experiment," Al replied. "Big Brother said it’s better to conduct experiments."

"Doing something you already know will fail isn't an experiment, mee!!"

The creature rolled on the ground, desperately trying to extinguish the fire clinging to its wool. Once the flames were out, it spoke through ragged breaths.

"I-if you burn me, I'm taking the livestock and going home, mee."

Technically, it wouldn't be able to take anything anywhere if it were incinerated, but Al seemed to accept the logic for now.

"Fine. In that case, I have no more use for mutton... I mean, I have no use for you right now, so you can go."

"Why did you call me mutton?! You're still planning to eat me, mee!"

"If I were going to eat you, I wouldn't let you leave, right?"

"The moment I turn my back, you're going to 'snip' me, mee!"

Al’s smile widened. "I hadn't thought of that. I'll actually give it a try!"

"You aren't allowed to try that, mee!"

As Al brandished his shovel with a cheerful grin, the Pseudo-sheep launched into a desperate plea for its life.

"By the way, those livestock from earlier are escaping. Is that okay, mee?"

"Ah! N-no! Get them!!"

In a chaotic blur, Al and the Pseudo-sheep went sprinting after the animals. Once they were caught, Al tossed them into a hole he had previously dug.

"W-we managed, somehow," Al panted.

"What a relief, mee... By the way, why are you pushing me, too, mee?"

"Eh? I thought I’d drop all the livestock in together."

"For the last time, I am not livestock, mee!!"

"...What a shame."

The disappointment on Al's face was genuinely chilling.

"So, what kind of feed should I give these animals?"

"Generally, they just eat the grass growing around here, mee."

"Hmm..." 

Al paused, then reached into his bag and tossed in some vegetables that were essentially one hundred percent tasteless white powder.

"What is that, mee?"

"Vegetables."

"They seem to possess an abnormal amount of magic power for mere vegetables, mee."

"It's just your imagination."

The moment the vegetables hit the bottom of the pit, the livestock descended upon them in a ravenous frenzy. The food vanished in seconds.

"So this feed really works. Raising them should be easy, then."

The Pseudo-sheep stared at Al’s hand. "...Why are you holding out a vegetable for me, too, mee?"

"This is what you eat, right?"

"I want meat, mee!"



"I got the meat this way. Pretty impressive, right?"

Al spoke with total self-assurance. The idea of a strange lump of talking meat delivering other livestock was hard to swallow, but the evidence was right in front of us.

"I knew we needed to gather livestock eventually. This helps us out."

"Ehehe, I worked hard."

"Could you introduce me to that 'strange meat' later?" I asked.

"Yeah, of course! Ah, but it was too big to fit in the house, so I buried it out front."

He said it with a smile. I had to assume it was some kind of metaphor. No one would actually bury a living creature in the front yard.

"If it’s outside, let’s go meet it now."

"Ah, my cooler..." Marina interjected.

"That will take a little longer. Just wait a bit."

"I understand. I shall wait for eternity if I must."

Leaving Marina bowing deeply behind us, we stepped outside. The moment I opened the door, something soft and massive slammed into me, bouncing me back.

"W-what is this?!"

"Ahaha, it’s so fluffy!"

Emma’s voice drifted out from somewhere within the mass. Looking closer, the object was a gargantuan, white, undulating ball of wool. Emma was clinging to it, her face lost in a trance of pure ecstasy.

"This is it, Big Brother."

"Meat...? Or rather, it looks like a Kesaran Pasaran."

"Kesa...?" Emma blinked, confused. "But it’s already almost evening?"

"I didn't mean it like that."

I poked the massive body a few times. Suddenly, a voice vibrated from the top of the fluff.

"That tickles, mee!"

"Wawa! It talked?!"

Emma recoiled in surprise for a fraction of a second before diving back into the wool.

"So, it’s a sheep?" I asked.

"That’s right," Al said. "It’s sheep meat."

"Wrong, mee!! I am not a sheep, mee!!"

"I-it really talked..." 

I hadn't actually expected the mutton to talk back.

"Now do you understand? Since I can speak, I am clearly not a sheep, mee."

It kept saying 'mee,' so I was fairly certain it was a sheep, but an ordinary animal wouldn't be this articulate. It had to be something supernatural.

"What exactly are you?"

"I am a Shepherd Fairy, mee."

I recalled the Shepherd God appearing in various myths. Perhaps this was a related entity?

"So you are a sheep after all?!"

"N-no, mee! I'm a fairy, mee!"

"Meat training?" Al asked, tilting his head.

"Wrong, mee! Your nuances are all wrong, mee!"

"You’re being noisy with all that bleating," I sighed. "Can I just roast you?"

I was starting to feel like the crazy one for holding a conversation with this thing.

"Go ahead," Al said.

"No, mee!"

"Stop! This one belongs to me!" Emma shouted, refusing to let go of the Pseudo-sheep.

"Yes, yes, listen to her... wait, that’s also wrong, mee!"

The Sheep Fairy (Mutton) was throwing quite a fit. Still, the creature was massive; if we roasted it now, we’d never finish the meat. It made more sense to keep it around.

"Does this sheep-meat have a name?"

"I told you, I'm not meat, mee!"

"Yes! His name is Mr. Meat!" Emma declared.

"That’s not even close to a name, mee!"

"Meat, huh? Yeah, that’s a good name," I agreed.

"In what world, mee?!"

"No! This child has a real, proper name!" Emma insisted.

"That’s right! Tell him, mee!" The sheep cheered her on.

Emma took a deep breath. "This child's name is Ramulator Francis de Almator Genghis Khan III!"

"That’s ri—wait, that’s way too long and completely wrong, mee!"

"It’s a great name, right? Ramurareme."

"You got it wrong immediately, mee!"

"I can't remember something that long," I said flatly. "Let's just go with Ram. It’s simpler."

"I suppose that’s acceptable, mee. It’ll do, mee."

It felt like it took a lifetime just to settle on a name.

"So, Ram, do you intend to stay in this territory?"

"I get burned and dropped into holes occasionally, but this is a good place where meat is planted in the earth, mee. I wouldn't mind living here, mee."

I paused. Meat... planted?

"Al?"

"A-ahaha. But thanks to this guy, our livestock increased, so it’s fine, right?"

"Well, I suppose it can't be helped."

And so, a new companion (emergency food) joined our territory.
The Mastermind’s Elder Sister

In the Royal Capital, within the halls of the Lousouth House.

Baran was occupied with his usual stack of paperwork in his office when a report arrived concerning the raid on the frontier. The contents were so far beyond his expectations that the documents he held slipped from his fingers and scattered across the floor.

"W-what is the meaning of this? What on earth happened?"

No matter how much Lousouth blood ran through the boy's veins, there was no way he should have been able to withstand a three-pronged assault. Moreover, these weren't mere skirmishing parties; the Beast Kingdom, the Holy Principality of Ames, and even the Demon Kingdom had been mobilized.

While it was those above who had incited the conflict, they couldn't have moved the full military might of those nations. Even so, the Kingdom of Inraku would have struggled to face any one of them alone. Yet, Yuri had driven those forces back while remaining virtually unscathed.

Are you saying he already possesses the military power of an entire nation?

When he looked at it from that perspective, Baran realized his current standing was precarious. It was beyond dangerous. He was Yuri’s father, but he was also the man who had effectively exiled him. Furthermore, he had orchestrated the stampede, dispatched assassins, and finally, green-lit this latest assault.

He had undoubtedly earned the boy’s hatred. Worse, Yuri was a Lousouth; he was well aware that Baran pulled the strings from the kingdom’s shadows.

A massive force that I can’t simply erase... Is there no choice left but to try and win him over?

Seething with irritation, Baran slammed his fist onto his desk. Just then, there was a knock at the door.

"Who is it!?"

"It is I, Father."

"Miranda? Enter."

"Yes, Father."

His eldest daughter, Miranda, stepped into the room. Her engagement to the Second Prince had already been settled, but she lived in fear that her father’s conspiracies might cause the arrangement to be annulled.

"Father, what is it that troubles you so?"

"Nothing. It's of no consequence."

"Is that so? To me, it looked as though you were agonizing over Yuri—the boy you discarded in the frontier."

"Kh...!"

Baran fell silent, stunned that she had seen right through him. Miranda began to giggle.

"With an attitude like that, it's perfectly obvious, Father."

"...Where did you get that information?"

"Does it really matter? What matters now is what you intend to do with him... isn't it?"

"A-ah, yes. As things stand, he might very well denounce my involvement in these affairs."

"Because of your mistake, you mean."

Baran reflexively glared at her, but he quickly averted his eyes and looked down.

"True. This time was entirely my mistake. I could have handled it more deftly..."

"Then, what is your move? Will you call Yuri back?"

"If I did that, it would be a public admission that I have something to hide."

"Yes, quite right. Therefore, the best course of action is to act as though you know nothing at all."

"But Yuri knows the truth."

"Yuri is irrelevant. His words will never reach the Royal Capital. Will they?"

Miranda had a point. Unless he was summoned by the King for some extraordinary reason, Yuri would remain in the frontier. However, he had successfully repelled foreign invasions and subjugated a Dragon. Achievements like those demanded a decoration. It was highly likely he would be called to the Royal Capital for the ceremony, at which point he could publicly denounce his father.

"That reminds me, I heard a curious tale at the Temple," Miranda said. "The Saint was speaking to the High Priest. She said, 'Yuri Lousouth wishes for independence in the frontier.'"

"...? Is it not common for the third son of a noble to seek independence and attempt to start his own house?" Baran asked.

Most of those attempts ended in failure, with the noble sons eventually living out their lives as commoners.

"No, according to the Saint, he is seeking independence in the truest sense of the word."

"...Y-you mean he intends to found his own country!?"

"Yes, exactly that."

"How... how utterly outrageous..."

"It’s an opportunity, Father. Why don't we give him a little push?"

"Are you suggesting I petition the King myself!?"

"No, I hear the offer of an independent nation has already been presented to Yuri. Knowing you, Father, you were probably so focused on the Demon Lord’s subjugation that you barely glanced at the actual rewards, right?"

It was true. Baran hadn't paid any attention to the rewards, assuming Yuri would never live to receive them. He never imagined the boy was aiming for national sovereignty.

"Isn't it perfect? Independence. It means he becomes a complete stranger from a foreign land."

"I see. That might actually work. It would serve as proof that we couldn't possibly be the ones attacking him, given that we're the ones supporting his independence."

"Shall I manage the arrangements myself, then? You’ve been moving a bit too flamboyantly of late, Father."

"I'll leave it to you."

"Oh, and one more thing. There are a few items I’ve been wanting—"

"Take whatever you like. I’ll have it withdrawn from the National Treasury."

"Thank you, Father."

Miranda left the room with a faint smile. She had a shrewd, unreadable personality, much like her mother, Martha. It was a trait that was both a blessing and a nuisance. Still, Baran figured he only had to deal with her for the short time remaining until she married the Second Prince. Once that happened, his own position would be ironclad.

The only remaining obstacle was the First Prince.

As for him, I can just poison him when the time is right. There's no shortage of people who harbor a grudge against the Royal Family...

◇　◆　◇

Putting the Genghis Khan Party on hold for the moment, we went back to work on the Cooler.

"What are you doing, baa?"

As I headed back toward the mansion, Ram stopped me.

"Just going back inside," I said.

"I want to go too, baa."

"There's no way you're fitting in there," I replied, my voice dripping with exasperation.

While my current mansion was technically longer than Ram’s body, it wasn't wide enough to accommodate him, nor were the ceilings high enough for a creature of his stature.

"You should just live in a bigger place, baa."

"...Maybe we should just have that party today after all?"

"A party!? I look forward to it, baa!"

"Yeah, a Genghis Khan Party. You're so big, I bet I could get a massive amount of meat off you."

"A-are you planning to eat me, baa!? W-well, if I do this—"

With a soft pop, the giant Ram shrank down until he was palm-sized. Emma immediately scooped him up.

"The tiny version is cute, too."

"L-let go of me, baa!"

"So small..." I muttered.

"There's barely any meat left now."

"A-are you still planning to eat me, baa!?" Ram shrieked.

"Relax. I’m not going to eat you yet."

"What do you mean 'yet'!? You’re planning to eat me eventually, baa!? How terrifying, baa!"

"Anyway, you can fit inside at that size. Are you coming or not?"

"Of course I am, baa!"

He hopped onto my head to escape Emma’s clutches. I felt a vein throb at his casual disrespect, but I forced myself to be magnanimous and simply brushed him off. Ram tumbled to the ground with a thud.

"W-what was that for, baa!"

"Be grateful I’m not grilling you."

"You can't do that, Al. He's so cute. I’ll carry you, Ram."

Emma picked the fallen fairy back up, and we finally made our way back to the room. Inside, we found Melty looking quite proud of herself after finishing the disassembly of the Mock Refrigerator, while Marina was desperately trying to piece it back together to see if it could be saved.
Making a Cooler

“I never expected to find a magic tool built this way...”

“The Divine Tool is... My Divine Tool...”

While the housing remained intact, the Magic Stones inside had been stripped out, and the threads connecting them had been severed. As a result, its ability to chill the interior had vanished entirely. They were now nothing more than stones that happened to be cold to the touch.

“U-Um, Lord Yuri... this Mock Refrigerator is...”

“I can put it back together in a second,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”

“B-But—”

Melty ignored me, attempting to pulse a different kind of Magic Power into the stones as she experimented. Then, without warning, she produced a hammer and began pounding on the Magic Stone.

Marina watched the scene with teary eyes before pointing a trembling finger. “I-Is this really all right? Look at what she’s doing!”

“I’ve got plenty of spares,” I replied. 

I checked my inventory as I spoke. The stock has actually dwindled more than I expected. Between the Mock Refrigerator and the upcoming prototype, I’m burning through these things fast. 

If the Cooler was going to be a resource hog, I needed a plan.

“I suppose I can hunt some Monsters on our way to the Beast Kingdom,” I muttered to myself.

I decided to put the Magic Stone shortage on the back burner for now. We had enough to get through the day.

Crack!

A high-pitched shatter echoed through the room. The Magic Stone had been reduced to sparkling dust.

“L-L-Lord Yuri!” 

Melty was the one who had destroyed it, yet for some reason, Marina looked like she was the one about to burst into tears.

“So, the stone shatters if it exceeds its capacity,” Melty mused, seemingly oblivious to the chaos. “I’ll need more experiments to determine the exact volume it can hold... Ow!”

She was so deep in her own world that I had to give her a light flick on the forehead to bring her back to reality. Startled, she finally noticed that every eye in the room was fixed on her. She immediately crouched down, trying to hide her face behind her hands.

“W-Why is everyone staring at me?”

“Well, Marina’s about to have a breakdown because you just smashed a piece of the Mock Refrigerator.”

“Ugh... T-That’s only because you said it was fine to break it, Lord Yuri!”

“I meant it was fine because I can fix it, not that I wanted a demolition derby.”

“In our country, that is a priceless Divine Tool!” Marina wailed. “If my father saw this, he would literally lose consciousness!”

Honestly, it looks like Marina is the one about to pass out.

“Anyway, I want to get started on the Cooler, so I need your help. You’ve got the gist of how the Mock Refrigerator works now, right?”

“I suppose. So, what exactly am I supposed to do?”

“Watch this first.”

I pulled out three Magic Stones. I imbued one with a cooling effect and another with a fan effect. Using the third stone, I stretched it thin like a wire, applying an anchoring effect to link the first two into a circular circuit.

Immediately, a blast of cold air began to swirl around us. I set the makeshift device down on the desk.

“Wow! I want one!” Marina’s grief vanished in an instant, replaced by a beaming smile.

“Not so fast. If we leave it like this, it’ll keep pumping out cold air even after the room is freezing. It’s inefficient. Besides—”

The air current from the stones on the desk sputtered and died.

“Oh...”

“I didn't put much Magic Power into that one, but you see how fast it ran out?”

“Of course it did!” Melty shouted. “Wasn't that Composite Magic just now? You mixed Two Attributes!”

“Is it really that complicated? It’s just using two elements at once.”

“That is a Super High-Level Technique! It only works if you perfectly balance the Magic Power of both attributes! Do you have any idea how few people in this kingdom can even attempt that?!”

“Can’t you do it, Melty?”

“Well... yes, I can, but that’s beside the point!”

“See? If you can do it, anyone can.”

“I am nominally the greatest Sage in this country!”

“Mages and Sages are different roles, aren't they? Being a Sage doesn't necessarily mean you're the benchmark for average magic use.”

“...Fine. Have it your way.”

Melty looked like she wanted to argue further, but she eventually slumped her shoulders in defeat. Standard mages spend years training just to synthesize Beginner Magic, she likely thought, but this man is so far out of the norm that logic doesn't apply.

“More importantly,” I asked, “why did the power drain so quickly?”

“Likely because the act of maintaining the Magic Synthesis between the Two Attributes is consuming a constant tax of energy,” she explained.

So, on top of the functional cost, there was a high 'maintenance' cost for the synthesis itself. That explained the rapid depletion.

“That’s why I was thinking about an on-off switch,” I said.

“Even then, it won’t last long. The switch itself would require its own constant feed of Magic Power.”

As Melty and I went back and forth, I felt a tug on my sleeve. It was Fee.

“What is it?”

“I think... you should just take the cold air from the fridge and move it with Wind,” she said simply.

“That’s what I’m trying to—”

“No. Isn't what you're doing right now trying to create cold wind?”

Fee tilted her head, her innocent question hitting me like a physical blow. Beside her, Al looked like he had thought so hard his brain had turned to mush; he was currently slumped over like a puddle of slime.

“But if I attach a Cold Magic Stone and a Wind Magic Stone...”

I stopped mid-sentence as the realization dawned on me. If I just want to move air that’s already been cooled, I don’t need to synthesize the attributes at all. I just need to place a fan behind a cold source.

I reached for the Mock Refrigerator to test the theory, but realized it was still sitting there in pieces.

“Damn it. Who broke the fridge at a time like this?!”

“I-Is it my fault again?!”

Melty shrank back under the collective gaze of the room, huddling into a ball.

Ignoring the drama, I quickly reassembled the Mock Refrigerator. 

“Are you sure it’s okay to show me this?” Marina asked, her voice hushed with anxiety. “Isn’t the construction of a Magic Tool classified information?”

“It’s just a box with some stones, Marina. It’s not a state secret.”

I finished the assembly and, rather than messing with Magic Synthesis, I simply attached a Wind Magic Stone to the exterior of the cooling unit. The stone blew a regular gust of air, but because it was pulling from the chilled reservoir, the result was a perfectly cooled breeze.

It was exactly what I had envisioned. The only question was the duration.

“It’s... not stopping.”

I had used the same amount of Magic Power as before, but the device was still going strong.

“It’s a success... isn't it?” Melty whispered.

“Yeah. Just needs a mechanical switch and it’s finished.”

“Did I help, Yuri?” Fee asked.

“Yeah. You saved the day.”

I ruffled Fee’s hair, and she squinted happily at the praise.

Marina, meanwhile, looked like she was having a religious experience. “S-So this is the legendary Divine Tool, the Cooler... The temperature is divine...”

She looked as though her soul were drifting away into the clouds.

“Once the switch is on, do you want to take it back with you?” I asked.

She snapped back to reality instantly, nodding her head so fast I thought it might fall off. “Yes! Please! I beg of you!”

Seeing her satisfied expression, I felt a wave of relief. This was the perfect bribe to get her out of my hair for a while. 

A short time later, Marina departed for the capital, clutching the completed Cooler like a holy relic. Before she left, I saw her whispering to Emilina. 

“I’ll move forward with that matter on my end,” Marina had said.

Perhaps there was a secret understanding between them—the Saint and the representative of the Holy Principality of Ames. They shared the same faith, after all.

And so, a fleeting moment of peace returned to my lands. But as I watched the carriage disappear, I couldn't shake the feeling that this was merely the quiet before a very cold storm.
Achievement Report

Emilina had come to the King to report the successful completion of her mission, but the response she received left her simmering with indignation.

"Why won't you acknowledge the Demon Lord’s subjugation?!"

"Because there isn't a single shred of evidence to prove it, apparently," the official replied. "They claim that a report without proof can be fabricated as easily as breathing."

"It was a brutal, blood-soaked struggle to the death! There’s no way evidence of the kill could have survived that!"

In reality, it had been an accidental death caused by the Sage’s Tower falling on him. Furthermore, that Demon Lord had merely been a Body Double; the real one was currently back at the dining hall, nonchalantly stuffing his face with snacks. Emilina chose to put those inconvenient facts out of her mind.

Somewhere along the way, her memories had shifted, replaced by a mental image of Yuri barely clinching a narrow victory against the Demon Lord’s Body Double.

"I’m sure that’s true, but even so—"

"I understand," Emilina cut him off. "If you require proper evidence, I shall bring it to you when it is eventually found."

There was no point in arguing. The person in front of her was just a middleman sent to deliver a message; yelling at him was a waste of breath.

However, Emilina had a reason to be impatient.

If I let things drift along at this pace, Lord Yuri will be snatched up by the Holy Principality of Ames. If they offer him the seat of a God-King in a major power, he would likely...

The Holy Principality might technically be capable of forming the kind of multi-racial nation Emilina envisioned, but they had a deep-seated tendency to loathe anything of the Demon Race. Even if a divine decree solved the problem on the surface, the Demon Race would never willingly approach the Principality in the first place.

As long as they remained in opposition, true peace was a distant fantasy.

If Lord Yuri had founded his own country first and then ascended as a God, I could have brought it in as a Subordinate State...

The complications didn't end there. Negotiations to hand over an entire country would naturally take a long time, so she still had some breathing room on that front. The other problem, however, was far more pressing.

"The visit to the Beast Kingdom... It seems I should go after all."

If the Beast King took a liking to Yuri, he might try to adopt him into the family as a son-in-law. Even if he didn't, Elu already seemed quite fond of him. An engagement during this upcoming visit was a very real possibility.

Every gear in her plan had ground to a halt because of this one unexpected development: the refusal to recognize their independence despite the mission’s success. Had that gone smoothly, everything would have been perfect.

"This petty, persistent interference... I know exactly who's behind this."

It was the same person who had fought tooth and nail against Emilina’s appointment as the Saint. Yuri’s own older sister, Miranda Lousouth.

She was undoubtedly pulling the strings from the shadows. Emilina only recognized the handiwork because she had been the target of Miranda's relentless harassment in the past. True to form, the woman wasn't getting her own hands dirty. She had likely whispered a single sentence to her inner circle, and her entourage had scurried to do the rest.

"Is it quite alright to proceed without evidence?"—that was exactly the sort of thing she would say.

"If she’s making a move, it might be too much for me to handle alone. This territory needs talented people anyway... perhaps I should call her in as well."

Emilina flashed a bright, sharp smile and immediately began to pen a letter.

◇　◆　◇

To the north of Alf Town, beyond a range of jagged mountains, lay the Dragunov Empire. Surrounded on all sides by mountains, this natural fortress had spent years focused entirely on internal growth without the threat of invasion, ballooning into a major power in the blink of an eye.

Their military might far eclipsed the Kingdom of Inraku; they were the only nation capable of standing against the Demon Kingdom entirely on their own. They were also the only nation that had ignored Balan’s call to arms.

Inside an office within the castle of the Imperial Capital Greedos, Emperor Alberude Dragunov V let out a boisterous laugh as he listened to the report on the failed raid.

"Hahaha! To think a backwater village of insects didn't just endure a three-nation assault, but actually repelled it?"

"Do you think the invaders grew careless, Sire?"

"Carelessness doesn't explain a rout like that. No, there's likely someone there with power that defies logic."

Emperor Alberude grinned. The Empire’s strength wasn't just due to its geography; it was because the Emperor was obsessed with headhunting elite talent. As a result, the country boasted a staggering number of individuals with extraordinary abilities.

"I want them. That person."

"Shall we dispatch an investigation team as usual?"

"Exactly. Summon Lark and Gale!"

"At once, Sire."

The aide bowed and hurried out. He returned a few hours later, accompanied by a young man and an elderly man.

"Yeah, yeah, what do you want?" the youth asked.

"This had better be worth interrupting my research," the old man added.

The two were borderline insolent in the presence of the Emperor, but Alberude didn't seem to mind.

"I'm glad you're here. I have a job for you."

"Ho. If you’re calling us out, that means—"

"...A recruitment mission, I take it?"

"Precisely. And if anyone’s going, it ought to be you two."

"Tch, just some grunt work!" Lark spat.

"Now, now. The Emperor will be increasing our research budget for the trouble, won't he?"

"Naturally. And if the recruitment is successful, I'll add a bonus on top of that."

Gale, the old man, let out a predatory grin. "Understood. We'll bring them back, even if we have to use force."

"If the old man’s going, I guess I'm in too. As long as the body’s still intact, we're good, right?" Lark asked.

"That's plenty. If they can't survive the trip, I have no use for them."

"True," Gale chuckled. "It's only natural that our target should be able to brush off an Attack from the Ninth Rank."

"Oh? You want to test that theory right now, Gale? You're only the Sixth Rank, you old fossil!"

"If you're going to brawl, do it elsewhere," the Emperor interrupted. "Other factions may already be moving to secure this asset. Get moving."

"So, where are we heading?"

"The Lord of a rural village in the neighboring Kingdom of Inraku."

"...A place like that has someone on our level?" Lark asked, his bravado wavering for a split second.

Gale’s voice dropped, turning uncharacteristically grim. "...Are you sure the two of us will be enough?"

"What’s that supposed to mean?" Lark snapped.

"You really don't know a thing, do you? That's why you're stuck at Ninth."

"That's it, old man! I'm gonna kill you!"

"Knock it off," the Emperor barked. "We have zero intel right now. Focus on information gathering first, then make contact and attempt the recruitment."

"Fine. But the moment it feels like we're stepping on a tiger's tail, we're pulling out. Got it?"

"I’ll leave that to your discretion. I have intel that the target is heading for the Beast Kingdom. Just keep this in mind: if the rumors are true, this person possesses power equivalent to the Third Rank or higher."

"Wh-What?! You're talking about a total monster!"

"That's what I've been telling you," Gale sighed. "Push too hard, and we're the ones who'll be screaming."

Lark’s eyes lit up with a manic glint. "Now that sounds interesting! I’ll carve him up!"

"...Is it too late to ask for someone with a bit more composure?" Gale asked the Emperor.

"You know the rest of the Single Digits. You two are the most stable ones I've got."

"Point taken. Fine. Let's go, Ninth."

"Hey! Don't you give me orders!" Lark shouted, chasing after the older man.

The Emperor watched them go, a shadow crossing his face. "I hope this works, but I have a bad feeling. They're prone to going off the rails... I'd better put the Third Rank, the Puppeteer, in motion just in case."

The Empire, silent until now, had finally begun to move. Yuri was now faced with the looming pressure of five neighboring nations all closing in at once.

This concludes Chapter 2.
The Ruined Hidden Village

The Great Prairie stretched out to the west of Alf Town.

Beyond those rolling grasslands lay the Huge Beast Kingdom. 

The temperature was pleasant enough, but the humidity was a persistent nuisance. It wasn’t the rainy season yet, so we weren't dealing with constant downpours, but a fine drizzle dampened the world at least once every three days. I’d heard that once the actual rainy season hit, the sky would open up for a week straight.

In the midst of this damp trek, I found myself being transported in the back of a carriage, my body securely wound in rope.

"…Remind me again why I’m currently restrained?"

"Because you were trying to make a break for it, Lord Yuri," Elu replied, her smile bright and merciless. Beside her, Fee gave a firm nod of approval.

"Yuri-sama said he was coming with us," Fee added, "but then he stayed up until dawn making Magic Tools and tried to back out at the last second."

"It couldn't be helped," I countered. "If I can build a Cooler, then building a Stove should be possible in theory. I was so close…"

"And you almost burned the house down in the process. It’s a good thing I noticed when I did."

"Right. S-Sorry about that."

I did feel genuinely bad about waking Fee up in the middle of the night. Still, I was technically the Lord of Alf Town. I had to wonder if this was really the appropriate way to treat a sovereign.

"Fufufu. It’s as lively as ever in here," Emilina chimed in.

"Don't just laugh, Emilina. A little help?"

"You don't appear to be injured, so there is nothing for me to do."

"Kuh… is everyone around me an enemy?"

The ropes weren't actually that tight. It was more a symbolic gesture than a functional one; I could have slipped out of them easily if I’d actually wanted to. But since there was nothing to do in the carriage anyway, I decided to play along with Elu and Fee’s little game. Emilina likely saw right through me and was simply enjoying the show.

"H-Hey, Yuri! Isn't this a little too fast? I’m not even pulling the reins!"

Fritz, who was supposedly our driver, sounded like he was on the verge of a panic attack. The source of his distress was the "horse" currently pulling our weight.

"This is actually quite fun, meh."

For some reason, Ram—the sheep—was back in her original, massive form, happily hauling the carriage along. At this point, it wasn't a horse carriage anymore; it was a Sheep Carriage. Thanks to her enormous physique and her weirdly high levels of motivation, we were moving at a terrifying clip. Fritz had basically been rendered obsolete.

"Seriously, why is a sheep pulling us?!" Fritz yelled. "Is this thing even a sheep? It’s too damn big!"

"She says she’s a sheep," I said, "so we just have to accept it."

"I never said I was a sheep, meh!"

"You're literally saying 'meh meh' right now."

"…She’s got the catchphrase and the look," Fritz muttered, conceding the point.

"There’s no way a sheep could grow this large, meh."

"Maybe you just ate too much?" Fritz reached out and poked Ram with his Shovel.

"That tickles, meh."

As Fritz continued to frolic with the mysterious giant sheep, Elu reached over and poked me in the ribs.

"…What is it?" I asked.

"The village where I used to hide is nearby. Would it be alright if we made a short detour?"

"I don't mind. We aren't exactly in a race."

The territory had settled into a comfortable rhythm lately. Sasha was handling the administrative side of things, and the Mercenaries were keeping the Monsters at bay. Our income was stable thanks to the Mock Refrigerator sales, and since Melty could manufacture them without my direct supervision, our finances were secure for the foreseeable future. 

As for food, while Al occasionally went on a rampage, the harvest yields were more than sufficient. Anything we lacked, Alan managed to source from outside vendors. We were still too short-staffed to expand our borders or develop the surrounding wilds, but as far as maintaining the status quo went, we were doing better than I ever expected. It felt like a dream that a village that had started with nothing had come this far.

Once I have this situation officially inspected, my competence as a Lord should be undeniable. After that, I just need to grow strong enough to slay the Demon Lord before the Original Game actually begins. Then, I can finally claim my independence as planned.

"Everything is going surprisingly well," I mused.

We’d had our fair share of scares recently, but once a problem is solved, it usually stays solved. Even with the First Prince—I’d captured him alive rather than killing him. Handing him over would net me a reward, and it shouldn't cause any diplomatic blowback.

"Yes, it really is," Elu said, her face flushing with a happy glow. Her tail was wagging so hard it was a blur.

◇ ◇ ◇

The mood shifted the closer we got to the Hidden Village. The chatter died away, replaced by a heavy, stifling silence. 

The scars of battle were still fresh. Charred trees lay snapped like toothpicks, and the Earth was gouged with deep craters. It didn't take much imagination to see the violence that had unfolded here. Elu bit her lip, her jaw set tight. I could have easily used magic to smooth over the torn ground, but I sensed that interfering would be a mistake. I remained silent, watching the ruins roll past the window.

Eventually, we reached the center of what had likely been the village—now nothing more than a pile of rubble. The sight of it brought tears to Elu's eyes. This was where she had lived, hiding from the world. Now, the place was a hollowed-out shell, radiating a heavy, lingering melancholy. 

I reached out and lightly stroked Elu's head. She took a breath and wiped her eyes.

"Thank you. I'm okay now."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes. I can't stay moping forever."

She was clearly forcing herself to be brave, but it would have been boorish to push her further. Besides, I had other concerns.

"In that case, could you head back into the carriage? Fritz, get ready."

"…Copy that." Fritz gripped the hilt of his Greatsword.

I felt it through my Presence Detection. There were two suspicious figures lingering in the area. Anyone hanging around a destroyed Hidden Village like this was bad news by default.

"Fee is fighting too."

"No, Fee, I need you to stay back and protect Elu and Emilina."

"Got it."

"…Is it time for a snack, meh?"

I looked at Ram. How she had mistaken this murderous tension for mealtime was beyond me. Or perhaps, for a wild carnivorous sheep, the two concepts were one and the same.

"It might be a meal for you. I sense two presences over there."

"Hooray, meh! I’ll go fetch them, meh!"

"Wait! We don't even know who—"

Before I could finish, Ram launched herself into the air with a massive leap, soaring toward the targets. I hadn't even given her coordinates; her own Presence Detection must have been sharper than I thought. 

If the people hiding out there were actually elite warriors, Ram was about to become the main course. But there was no stopping her now. She was already gone. I could only pray for her safety.

Please, let our Ram (Emergency Food) come back in one piece…

"W-Who the hell are you?! Gwah!"

"What is this sheep?! My Swordless technique… gah!"

The sounds of a one-sided beatdown echoed from the distance.

Well, it sounded like she was doing just fine. For a sheep, Ram was apparently quite the powerhouse. 

Wait, no, that’s not the point. The targets were clearly human. If she ate them, she’d get an upset stomach—no, that wasn't it either. Eating people was just fundamentally bad. 

I looked at Fritz, who nodded back at me. We moved out, heading toward the spot where Ram had made her landing.

—————————————————————————————
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I finally caught up with Ram.

Standing beside her were two men—one young, the other elderly—both spinning with dizziness.

"Meal, baa♪ Meal, baa♪"

Ram watched the fallen men, drooling with anticipation. Looking only at this scene, she appeared to be nothing but a Monster.

"Hey, stop that. You’ll get an upset stomach if you eat those," I warned.

Since they had been hiding, I assumed they were enemies, but I didn't recognize either of them. If they weren't characters from the Original Game, they were likely just low-ranking lackeys who didn't amount to much. I had no qualms about taking them down, but Ram actually consuming them was a problem.

"Not allowed, baa?" 

Ram let out a pitiful bleat. I sighed.

"If you go hunt a Monster instead, I’ll grill the meat for you."

"Understood, baa! I'll bring one back right away!"

Ram took off, bolting toward the horizon. Once she was gone, I took the precaution of restraining the two unconscious men. 

"Ngh... that was horrible..." 

The younger man was the first to stir. Our gazes met the moment his eyes opened.

"Are you awake?" I asked.

"Y-you! Did you set that Monster on us!?"

"If I did, what of it?"

I was starting to feel like the villain here. In a way, I was a victim of their stalking too, but...

"D-don't tell me you intend to eliminate us? Do you think the other Single Digits will stay silent if you do such a thing?"

The Single Digits—if I recalled correctly, they were the Empire's top generals. Several had appeared in the Original Game. The man known as the First Rank was particularly notorious; he was so powerful that the protagonists couldn't defeat him through strength alone. They had only won because the Mastermind intervened, providing a lucky opening. It would certainly be troublesome if someone like him got involved now.

But—.

"The Single Digits aren't so idle that they'd come to save the likes of you, right?"

"Y-you... who do you think I am...?"

"Who are you? I don't know you."

I wasn't joking; I really had no idea. However, given his haughty attitude, he was probably the son of some noble.

"Kuh... to think you don't know Lark of the Ninth Rank, one of the Imperial Single Digits!"

Was that really something he should be shouting at the top of his lungs? If they were on a Stealth mission, shouldn't he be keeping his mouth shut? I suspected he was just a fraud, desperately using the name of the Single Digits to talk his way out of this. After all, it was absurd to think that one of the elite warriors of the great Empire could be so easily defeated by Ram.

"Well, whether you’re the real deal or a fake doesn't matter much to me. If you were real, I’d consider sending you back to the Empire, but unfortunately, I don’t have that kind of time."

"In that case, we are of course free to go—"

"Maybe I'll just make you Ram's lunch."

"Are you a Demon!?" the man shrieked. 

When I remained silent, his confidence withered into visible anxiety.

"I-it's a joke, right? H-hey, Gale! How long are you going to stay asleep? We’re going to be eaten!"

In reality, I had no intention of letting Ram develop a taste for human flesh—that would be a nightmare to manage later—but it served as an excellent threat. The man called Gale finally woke up.

"W-what happened? That White Devil from before..."

"That doesn't matter! At this rate, we're going to be eaten!"

"Hahaha, surely you jest? Laying a hand on us is the same as defying the Emperor himself. I cannot imagine anyone foolish enough to make an enemy of the Empire."

"True," I countered. "I have no desire to oppose the Empire itself."

"Indeed. Then, be a good lad and let us—"

"I suppose the only way to ensure no evidence is left behind is to let Ram eat you down to the bones."

Gale turned pale at my words.

"See? I told you! He’s serious!"

"B-but the White Devil isn't even here..."

"I brought meat, baa! It's time for a barbecue, baa!"

Ram suddenly dropped from the sky, a giant boar clamped in her jaws. Her soft body must have had incredible elasticity, given her jumping power.

"I-it's here! The White Comet Devil!"

"Meh? What's a comet, baa? Is it delicious, baa?"

"You could try eating it, Ram. It sounds like something you'd like," I teased.

"Yay!! ...Wait, are you planning to eat me, baa!?"

"You're the one who said you wanted to eat," I said in an exasperated tone as I began preparing the boar.

"By the way, what should I do with this meat, baa? If you aren't going to eat them, I'll go throw them away, baa."

"That's fine, but first, I want to hear exactly what you were doing stalking us."

"We were just passing by—"

"Ram, you hungry?"

"Is it okay, baa!?"

"I’ll talk! I’ll talk! Just get that thing away from me!"

Ram's presence was a highly effective interrogation tool. I made a mental note to use this tactic again.

"Then tell me. Why were you hiding and following us?"

"...By order of the Emperor. We were sent to investigate a person named Yuri and, if he showed promise, recruit him into the Single Digits."

I see. Thinking about it calmly, that makes sense. Even if my father and his cohorts—the Masterminds—were plotting something in the Kingdom of Inraku, they couldn't easily touch me if I became a citizen of another nation. It wasn't exactly independence, but it was a solid way to avoid being held liable for my family's crimes.

"So, if I'm 'qualified,' does that mean I can move to the Empire along with my territory?"

"No. Only you."

"...Then it's out of the question."

If it had just been me, I might have agreed instantly. But now, I had people who had worked tirelessly alongside me to reconstruct our lands. I couldn't even fathom the idea of abandoning them.

"I-in that case, I will handle the negotiations! Just release me!" Gale pleaded desperately.

Lark’s face twisted in fury. "Hey, Gale! Are you seriously planning to abandon me!?"

"Hmph! A Ninth Rank is easily replaced. It’s only logical that someone of the Sixth Rank like myself should be the one to survive!"

So Gale is pretending to be the Sixth Rank now? Or perhaps the Empire just promotes people based on age. Either way, the sight of them trying to betray each other was pathetic.

"Sigh... forget it. If you promise not to interfere with us, you can go—"

I didn't have the heart to harm people who were essentially just commoners with a fixation on strength, and listening to them was becoming a chore.

"R-really!? That is a blessing. I shall be sure to tell the Emperor that you are a Monster Tamer of great mercy."

"Do you really think you can return home? After bringing shame upon the Single Digits?"

"Eh?"

There had only been the presences of Lark and Gale a moment ago, yet a new voice rang out from nowhere. Suddenly, a Dagger was thrust into Lark's stomach.

"Gah!?"

"Who's there!?"

Lark collapsed. From behind him, a small rabbit doll emerged, its tiny hands gripping the hilt of the Dagger.

"Third Rank, Luna the Puppeteer."

Despite the lack of words, the sheer abnormality of the scene made me catch my breath. Then—.

"Rabbit meat, baa!! This looks delicious, baa!!"

Ram opened her massive maw and swallowed the rabbit doll whole.

"H-hey, that was a doll..."

"It didn't taste very good, baa. It was a dud, baa..."

"W-well, as long as you're okay, Ram. More importantly..."

I rushed over to Lark, worried about the stab wound. To my surprise, there wasn't a single drop of blood, nor even a scratch on his stomach.

"The Attack of the Third Rank (the Puppeteer) carves away the Magic Power directly from within the body," Gale explained helpfully. "There are no physical wounds, but the victim suffers severe mental damage."

I see. If it was only a loss of Magic Power, he would eventually recover with sleep. I decided it was safe to leave him be. Besides, there was no point worrying about an enemy that Ram had already "disposed" of.

As I turned to leave, I felt a tug on my sleeve.

"D-don't eat Luna's doll..."

The voice was on the verge of tears. Standing there was a silver-haired girl in black gothic lolita clothes. Her skin had a faint bluish tint, and she looked, for all the world, like a living doll.
The Puppeteer

“Um... who exactly are you?”

I couldn’t feel even a trace of a presence from this girl. However, upon closer inspection, I could just barely perceive a faint flicker of something. 

Is she hiding it on purpose, unlike that rabbit doll? Or is her presence just naturally thin?

Meanwhile, Ram’s jaw was still working away.

“Lu... Luna’s doll...” the girl whimpered.

“You mean this, mee? It didn’t taste very good, so you can have it back, mee.”

With a wet ptui, Ram spat the Rabbit Doll out of her mouth. 

Luna’s face turned deathly pale as she stared at the doll. It was slick with slime, barely maintaining its original shape. 

However, Gale looked even worse. His face was practically translucent.

“U-Um, if you’ll excuse me, I shall take my leave—”

Despite being bound, he tried to scramble away. It was a futile effort; he ended up simply flopping on the ground like a landed shrimp.

“I won’t forgive you,” Luna whispered. “Hurting Luna’s doll... I won’t forgive you.”

Though she had felt almost empty a moment ago, her presence suddenly swelled to a suffocating degree.

“I won’t forgive you... I won’t forgive you... I won’t forgive you...”

Her Magic Power began to bleed out of her, manifesting as a murky, pitch-black aura. The sheer intensity of the pressure forced me to take an involuntary step back.

On the other hand, Ram—the source of all this—remained entirely unbothered.

“Can I eat that Black Haze?”

“Are you kidding? You really shouldn’t provoke her any further!”

As usual, she was operating entirely at her own pace.

“The person who hurts Luna’s doll... I will absolutely never forgive them!!”

The Black Haze erupting from Luna swirled into a single point, gradually expanding and distorting until it took the form of a massive doll. It was a round object covered in black fur—essentially a sphere with four stubby appendages that barely qualified as legs. Based on the ears at the top and the round eyes and mouth, I assumed it was supposed to be a cat.

It was a titan of a creature, so massive I had to crane my neck to see the top of it. It was even slightly larger than Ram.

“All-you-can-eat?” Ram asked, her eyes sparkling.

“Why is eating the first thing that comes to your mind?!”

“Go, Mr. Cat! Defeat the bad Demon!” Luna cried.

“Naa—!!”

The cat-like thing began to move, its tiny legs carrying it forward with slow, deliberate steps. Its cry didn't sound particularly feline; it had the faint silhouette of a cat, but it was far more accurate to call it a Monster. 

Come to think of it, since she’s a Puppeteer, this Pseudo-cat must also be a doll. If there’s such a thing as a Pseudo-sheep, maybe a real version of this thing exists somewhere too...

The Giant Cat Doll suddenly accelerated, body-slamming Ram with immense force. Ram grunted, barely holding her ground. A second later, she lunged back, returning the favor with a body slam of her own.

The Pseudo-cat endured the hit. The two were surprisingly well-matched.

“It’s too big. It’s hard to eat, mee!”

“Naa—!!”

The two behemoths were rampaging so violently that the surrounding area was becoming a death trap. That included the members of the Single Digits, and by extension, Luna herself.

“Naa—?!”

The Giant Cat Doll was sent flying backward, hurtling straight toward Luna and the other Single Digits.

“Fritz!” I yelled.

“On it! Leave it to me!”

Fritz scrambled to grab Gale and Lark, hauling them away from the impact zone. Meanwhile, I lunged forward, scooped Luna up into my arms, and used magic to vault into the sky, narrowly dodging the crashing Giant Cat Doll.

“Hey, Ram! Watch it! You’re going to lose your dinner privileges!”

“T-That would be a disaster, mee! I-I’ll be careful, mee!”

I barked the warning at her, and she let out a repentant bleat. Once I confirmed the immediate danger had passed, I descended back to the ground and set Luna down.

“W-Why...?” she asked.

“Why what?”

She looked up at me, her voice small and trembling with anxiety. I honestly didn't understand the point of the question.

“Luna attacked you. Why did you save me?”

“Ah... well...”

Now that she mentions it, she was the one who set that Giant Cat Doll on us. 

If she wanted to know why I’d saved an enemy, I didn't have a very good answer.

“I guess my body just moved before I could think?”

I was genuinely stumped. I hadn't operated on any grand logic; it had just been a reflex.

“I... see.”

A White Haze suddenly drifted from Luna’s body. The Giant Cat Doll shrank instantly, returning to a size she could easily carry, and its fur bleached from black to a pure, snowy white.

“You aren’t Luna’s enemy,” she decided.

“I have no intention of fighting you,” I replied.

This was a girl who could freely manipulate a doll capable of matching Ram in a test of strength. Moreover, she felt like she was still holding a significant amount of power in reserve. Considering how genuinely terrified Gale was of her, it was clear she was the real deal—a true member of the Single Digits. 

She hadn't appeared in the Original Game, but the game had only ever introduced the first, second, fourth, and seventh members of the elite. Thinking pragmatically, no empire would ever deploy its entire top-tier force against a single target. She likely just hadn't been assigned to deal with the protagonists in the original timeline.

I wasn't such a battle-junkie that I’d go out of my way to fight someone this dangerous.

“The only enemy is that sheep,” Luna said, pointing a finger.

“Got it. I’ll boil her later.”

“W-Wait, mee?! Why are you deciding to eat me on your own, mee?!”

The startled Ram shrank back into her small form and tried to scramble onto my head. I immediately swiped her off and dangled her by the scruff of her neck.

“She’s my Emergency Food, but I suppose it can’t be helped. It’s a small price to pay if it saves me from using up my other ingredients.”

“Hold on a minute, mee! I’m just now hearing about this Emergency Food thing, mee!”

“Mmm... roasted sheep...” Luna murmured.

“That’s a good choice too. Right, then.”

“It is not ‘right,’ mee! You don’t need to start a Fire, mee!”

“...A shame,” Luna whispered, sounding genuinely disappointed. 

However, the murderous rage from earlier had completely vanished from her expression. Feeling a bit more at ease, I picked up the Rabbit Doll Ram had been gnawing on. I used Water Magic to wash away the grime and slime, then followed up with Fire Magic to dry the fur.

“There. Is it clean now?”

“T-Thank you...”

Luna nodded happily, offering her thanks in a tiny voice.

“Sorry about my Ram—I mean, my Emergency Food. I’ll be sure to invite you the next time we have a mutton party.”

“Mm. I’m looking forward to it. Luna lives in the Empire, so please send word to the castle.”

“Understood.”

“I’d prefer if you didn’t understand, mee!”

I ignored the Emergency Food’s protests.

“Also... I want to make up for this. Please come to Luna’s house.”

“Ah... you mean your house back in the Empire?”

“Yes...”

“Well, we have to head to the Beast Kingdom's Royal Capital first. So, after that—”

“I understand,” she interrupted. “In that case, I’ll come with you.”

“Eh?”

I blinked, not expecting her to suggest joining our party.

“And when your business is done, we will go to the Empire together.”

“Well... I suppose that’s fine.”

There was no downside to staying on good terms with Luna. She held a significant position as one of the Single Digits. If my plans for independence fell through, she could be a very useful contact for seeking asylum.

“Yes. It’s a promise. I’m going to give big brother a reward.”

Luna held out her pinky finger. I mirrored the gesture, hooking my finger with hers. The moment our skin touched, I felt a sharp, brief flash of Light. Luna smiled, looking incredibly pleased.

That felt less like a pinky swear and more like a binding contract.

“The number of dangerous people just doubled, mee,” Ram lamented. “My life is in constant peril, mee.”

“Don’t worry. We can’t have a party right now, so you’re safe for the time being.”

“That means we’re eventually having one, mee! I can’t relax at all, mee!”

“Setting that aside,” I said, looking over at the others, “what should we do with these guys?”

Since they officially claimed to be part of the Empire’s Single Digits, I couldn't just dump them in the middle of nowhere. I decided to let Luna handle their fate.

“...Are you coming?” she asked them.

“H-Ha! Yes! Understood!” Gale shouted, his forehead pressed firmly against the dirt in a deep kowtow.
To the Beast Kingdom

"Haah... haah... D-Dammit! Why are we being made to run!?"

Lark, who hadn’t been able to fit inside the carriage, spat out curses at Gale as they sprinted side-by-side.

"It can’t be helped. More to the point, aren't you a bit slow? To think you can’t even keep up with me."

"Haah... haah... It’s because you’re a total physical freak, aren’t you!?" Lark barked back, his voice thick with exasperation.

"Your training is insufficient," Gale replied coolly. "To think you dared to call yourself one of the Single Digits with that level of stamina."

"Kh... I’ll take you down someday, just you wait."

"I’ll take you on whenever you like."

It was incredibly noisy outside, but I decided to ignore it. Instead, I focused on enjoying the leisurely pace of our carriage journey.

"Yuri-sama, would you mind telling us more about that girl soon?"

"Is she... perhaps a fiancée?"

I looked at the two girls questioning me. "Listen... do you really think I’d have a fiancée that small?"

"...Isn't she just the right age, though?"

"To begin with, Yuri-sama, you’re always surrounded by little girls."

"Wait, don't tell me Luna intends to be one too?"

"I told you, Luna said she was following us of her own accord!" I snapped back.

Still, looking around the carriage, I couldn't deny they had a point. For some reason, it was nothing but children in here right now. There was Fee, my attendant; Elu, the princess of the Beast Kingdom; and then there was Luna. 

Even if I excluded Emilina—who was large in a variety of aspects—three out of the four people around me were little girls. I suppose I could understand why they’d jump to that conclusion. It was a pain, regardless.

"Stop saying stupid things. I’ll give her a proper introduction. Anyway, this is Luna. Apparently, she’s one of the Empire's Ninth."

The moment those words left my mouth, the smiles on Emilina and Elu’s faces froze solid.

Without a word, the two of them grabbed me and dragged me to the front of the carriage, right up to where Fritz was sitting as the coachman.

"W-What!? Did something happen!?" Fritz yelped.

"No, don’t mind it. It’s just Emilina and the others..."

"It is most certainly not 'just' anything!" Emilina hissed. "Why is someone from the Empire sitting here like it’s the most natural thing in the world!?"

"T-That’s right! What happened to maintaining the peace!?" Elu added.

Both of them pressed in on me, their eyes burning with intensity. Honestly, I had no idea what they were so worked up about.

"Even if you ask why, all I can say is that it's because Ram tried to eat her."

"I got scolded for eating her, mee," the sheep-demon added from nearby.

"The usual, then. I see. I understand," Emilina said, her voice dropping an octave. "I believe a slight change in policy is in order..."

Emilina and Elu began whispering feverishly to one each other. I didn't like the look of it. What did she mean by "policy"? I had a nagging suspicion that Emilina was moving pieces on a board I couldn't even see yet.

"Does this involve the Lousouth House?" I asked.

"Indeed. If you want to put it that way, then yes, it certainly does."

Based on those words, I could vaguely guess what Emilina was planning. She was the Saint, a main character. It wouldn't be out of character for her to play nice on the surface while working behind the scenes to expose the Lousouth House and their corruption. I wasn't entirely sure why Elu was so involved in the scheme, though.

In the Original Game, the Empire hadn't been an ally during the previous attack; they had actually been backing Balan. Of course, they ended up being betrayed in the end. They likely had their strings pulled because someone had seized some kind of leverage over them.

If anything, if I’m the one who seizes that weakness first, I might be able to keep the Empire from becoming an enemy in the future.

If that was the case, the key to making contact was definitely a member of the Ninth.

"Yuri-sama, do you intend to maintain contact with the Empire from here on out?" Emilina asked.

"Luna said she wanted to show her gratitude, so she asked me to visit at least once."

"I see." Emilina’s expression shifted, a glint of calculation entering her eyes. (If it’s Luna-sama, her status won't conflict with Elu-sama's, and we can deepen our ties with the Empire. Their power is concerning, but if everything can be settled smoothly, we could see the birth of a truly great nation.) "I shall also do my very best to ensure things go well, Yuri-sama."

"Your best... what, are you going to prepare a gift or something?"

She had mentioned gratitude, and it would be rude to show up empty-handed. Since it was my first time visiting their territory, I wanted to maintain at least a minimum level of courtesy. If I left the etiquette to a Saint like Emilina, things would probably go fine. I just had to make sure I kept a close eye on her to ensure she didn't hatch any unnecessary schemes.

"Yes. If you want to call it a gift, then it’s a gift. Or perhaps a 'gift' of information? Please, leave those details to me."

"Is it just me," Fritz whispered with a wry smile, "or does it look like you two are having two completely different conversations while pretending to be in sync?"

"It’s just your imagination," Emilina said, smiling brightly at Fritz while her hand clamped down on his shoulder.

"O-Ow-ow-ow! It’s crushing! My shoulder is being crushed!"

Emilina didn't look like she was applying any pressure at all, yet Fritz looked like he was in absolute agony.

"Fufu. Whatever is the matter, Fritz-san?"

"Let go already! It’s gonna break! It’s gonna pop out of the socket!"

Watching them, it almost felt like they were just playing around. Maybe this was just their idea of a joke.

"Are we done talking? If so, Elu and I are going back inside. You two enjoy yourselves out here."

"Hey, Yuri! Don't go! Don't leave me! Don't leave me alone with this Saintly Devil!"

"Fufufu. Now, who are you calling a demon? I think some thorough 'education' is required."

"Well, keep it moderate," I called back. "It’ll be a bad influence on the kids in the back."

"Leave it to me."

"Gyaaaaaaaa!!"

I retreated to the back of the carriage, leaving Fritz and Emilina to their "playtime."



"Is the talk over?" Fee asked worriedly as I climbed back in.

"Yeah. Everything wrapped up without any real issues."

"That’s good to hear, no."

"The schedule for the yakiniku party?" Luna asked, tilting her head.

"No, that's for another time."

"...Unfortunate."

"More importantly," I said, looking toward the horizon, "how much longer until we reach the Beast Kingdom's Royal Capital? If we're in a hurry, I can have Ram pick up the pace."

The moment I said that, a deathly wheeze drifted in from outside the carriage.

"Haah... haah... Y-You're going even faster? Seriously, any more than this and I’m..."

I had suggested they just ride on Ram's back, but the moment the offer left my lips, Lark had started shouting that he'd rather run than ride on the White Devil. He’d gone off on his own after that. I figured it was just part of his training. Since Luna didn't seem inclined to stop him, I assumed it wasn't a problem. If they collapsed, I’d just have Ram pick them up then.

"There is still quite a distance to cover," Elu answered. "But I expect we should arrive in about half a month."

"Alright. Ram! You can increase our speed!"

"Going any faster is tiring, mee."

"I'll buy you your fill of food once we hit the Royal Capital."

"Going at explosive speed, mee!! Don't get thrown off, mee!!"

Ram accelerated instantly. Lark and Gale were left in the dust within seconds, and ultimately, they ended up being hauled onto Ram's back anyway.

"You smell delicious, mee."

"Hiee!?"

In exchange for being spared the run, the journey became a high-tension survival exercise where they were constantly in fear for their lives. By the time the Royal Capital finally came into view, the two of them were completely burnt out.
The Beast King Appears

Once we arrived at the Beast Kingdom’s Royal Capital, Emilina secured a decent inn for the group. We left the carriage in their care and headed straight for the guardhouse to hand Guiche over to the authorities.

Waiting for us there was a beastman built like a wall of pure muscle.

“You’ve done well to bring this foolish son of mine back. You have my thanks!”

“F-Father?!” Elu’s voice cracked in shock. “Wh-what are you doing here?!”

The man stroked his thick beard, looking at her with an expression of feigned confusion. “It’s my business where I choose to stand, isn't it?”

“Honestly! Using that tone in the middle of the city? What if someone sees you?!”

“Gahaha! These people are seeing me right now, aren’t they?”

“That isn’t what I meant!”

As Elu pouted, the man let out another booming, jovial laugh. However, as he began to walk slowly toward Guiche, the boy’s bravado vanished. Guiche let out a whimpering cry and scrambled backward in sheer terror.

“F-Father, w-wait! It’s not what you think! I only did it for the sake of the country—”

“Enough. Shut up.”

The man slammed his fist into the earth in front of Guiche. To my disbelief, the impact carved a crater right into the cobblestones.

“Hiee?!”

“I’m not particularly angry about your little stunt,” the man growled. “It was a sibling squabble that only happened because you lot are actually competent. No matter who survived, I intended to crown the victor. But...”

He reached down, snagging Guiche by the collar and yanking him up until they were eye-to-eye.

“I have no memory of raising a son who makes excuses for losing! We are beastmen! You know damn well that a single defeat is the first step toward being trampled into slavery!”

“A-Ah... y-yes, of course.”

“Then don’t mope about your loss! Stand tall and fulfill your duty as the loser!”

The sheer pressure behind his words was staggering. I found myself instinctively holding my breath, caught in the wake of his intensity. Guiche, taking the full brunt of it, simply went limp, his head hanging as he nodded obediently.

“Good. Take him away!”

The man barked the order to the nearby guards, and Guiche and his cohort were led off without further resistance.



Once Guiche was gone, the man turned his attention to us.

“Hahaha! My apologies for that. Sorry for dragging you into our family drama.” He slapped my shoulder while laughing.

To be honest, it hurt like hell. But considering this was Elu’s father—the Beast King himself—I couldn't exactly complain. I settled for a strained smile.

“Can I eat him, mehh?”

Ram, who had shrunk down to perch atop my head, chose that exact moment to say something catastrophic.

“W-What are you saying?!” I hissed. “I-I’m so sorry, Your Majesty. This sheep... he’s a bit of a jokester. I’ll be sure to stew him later, so please, forgive the rudeness?”

“H-He heard me perfectly and he’s still going to stew me?! How cruel, mehh!”

“Sorry, Emilina. Could you hold onto him for a second?”

I snatched Ram off my head and tossed him toward her. Emilina caught the demon with practiced ease.

“So fluffy and squishy, mehh,” Ram muttered, pressing his face into her chest with a look of pure bliss.

Emilina’s smile stayed bright, but her eyes didn't match it as she grabbed Ram by the face and began to pull. “Oh dear, what a naughty little sheep. Perhaps we should borrow the kitchen—or should I say, the confessional—and encourage some quiet reflection?”

The smile was so utterly pitch-black that my face involuntarily twitched. Ram, however, remained oblivious. 

“Let’s go, mehh!” he cheered.

“H-Hey...” Lark whispered, huddling close to Gale. Both of them were pale. “That sheep... the one that totaled us in an instant... apparently he’s the weak one of that group?”

“It just means we were never in their league to begin with,” Gale muttered back, looking like a man who had seen his own grave.

“Are we finished with the sideshow?” the Beast King asked.

“Ah, sorry. For keeping you waiting.”

“Don’t worry about it. I don’t mind waiting for the son-in-law—pardon me, the benefactor—who saved my daughter.”

I’d thought he was just a terrifying wall of meat, but he was surprisingly easygoing. Or at least, he knew how to play the part.

“Anyway, I’ll hear the full story from Elu. I’ve already made preparations to welcome you. My staff will have everything ready shortly, so please, make yourselves at home in the castle guest rooms until then.”

“That would be a great help,” I replied.

Led by the Beast King, we passed through the gates and into the heart of the palace.



“Then, Yuri-sama, please follow us.”

Inside the castle, we were assigned personal attendants. Two beastman maids stepped forward to guide me, but as soon as they approached, Fee’s face twisted into a sour pout.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Yuri-sama’s only attendant is Fee.”

“Ah, right.”

“I mean it! Only Fee!”

At first, I thought she was just being possessive or warning me not to let my eyes wander toward the maids. But then I looked closer. I saw the Stone Dagger hidden at her waist, peeking out from beneath her clothes.

I see. I felt a cold prickle of reality. In a foreign palace, even a guest room wasn't necessarily safe. If there was a chance of an assassination attempt in my private quarters, I couldn't afford to relax. Whether or not Fee was by my side was a matter of life and death.

“You’re right. Sorry. Fee, would you mind helping me out?”

“Of course, mehh!”

Fee followed behind me, looking satisfied, as we were led to my quarters. The moment we stepped inside, however, she froze.

“I-It’s huge...”

“Well, it is the Royal Castle. Even a guest room is going to be spacious.”

I’d been to the human capital's castle several times with my father, so the opulence didn't faze me. I sat down on the plush sofa as if I belonged there.

“Yuri-sama, we have prepared your formal attire here,” one of the maids said, handing a bundle of clothes to Fee. “Once you have cleansed yourself, please change into these.”

She bowed deeply and exited the room.

“Wait, I’m supposed to wear this?”

Laid out before me was an aggressively white suit. No, this was too much. It looked less like guest attire and more like something one would wear to their own wedding. I could only manage a bitter smile, but Fee’s eyes were sparkling.

“This is a wonderful outfit!”

“You think so?” Maybe this is just standard for beastman formalwear?

“It will look amazing on you, Yuri-sama! Put it on right now!”

“No, first things first—I need to wash up. Does the castle have a bath?”

“I’m coming with you!”

“Whoa, hold on. We’re bathing separately.”

“We are going in together!!”

“Fee, listen...”

“The servants here will definitely try to wash your body for you! If something happens while your guard is down, it’ll be a disaster! That’s why... even if it’s a little embarrassing... Fee will be the one to wash you!”

She was dead serious. Her logic was sound—we were in a foreign land, and I was being too complacent. I needed to maintain a higher level of vigilance.

“Fine...”

“Great! Let's go to the bath!”

“Wait—I'll skip the actual bath. I’ll just wipe my body down.”

If word got out that I was sharing a bath with Fee, there was no telling what kind of political or social fallout I’d face. It was better not to give anyone that kind of leverage.

With that thought in mind, I began the awkward process of changing into the white suit.
Engagement?

Later, the maids informed us that everything was ready. They led Fee and me away, though for some reason, we ended up in what looked like a waiting room.

"Please wait here," one of them said. "We will call for you when it is your turn."

Why the delay? I wondered. Despite my confusion, I decided to do as I was told and sat tight.

"Are you okay?" I asked.

"I-I’m fine."

Fee was uncharacteristically tense. Her movements were jagged and awkward, but that was to be expected. She wasn't in her usual gear; she was wearing formal clothes provided by the castle. She had been restless ever since she changed, clearly finding the outfit both restrictive and embarrassing.

"If you're that nervous, you didn't have to stay with me. You could have joined the others."

"Master Yuri, if Fee leaves your side, there's no telling what you’ll do."

"I’m not going to cause trouble in a foreign country, surely."

I mean, I am considering testing whether I can craft a Magic Tool that mimics a Beastman’s ears and tail, but I haven't actually made anything yet.

"Don't look at me with such suspicious eyes. I don't have anything on me," I insisted. "My pockets only have the Empty Magic Stone I'm planning to fill with Magic Power later."

"You really were planning something." Fee’s shoulders slumped in overt disappointment. "As I thought, Fee has to stay with you!"

She psyched herself up, her resolve hardening. Thanks to that trivial exchange, the edge seemed to come off her nerves.

"Master Yuri, would you mind coming this way now?" a maid asked, reappearing at the door.

"Right. We’re coming."

◇　◇　◇

Finally summoned, we were guided through the corridors to a set of heavy doors leading into the Grand Hall.

"So, it’s not the Audience Chamber?"

"It seems not," Fee whispered.

I moved to open the door, but just then, Elu arrived. Like us, she was dressed in a pure white gown. No matter how I looked at it, she was wearing a wedding dress.

"Lady Elu, you look beautiful," Fee said.

Fee didn't seem surprised at all; she was simply moved by the sight. Is my sense of reality skewed again? Or is this just common sense for the Beastman Race? Judging by Fee’s reaction, this appeared perfectly normal. Just to be sure, I decided to ask Elu.

"That outfit..."

"Ah, Master Yuri. Um... it suits you very well..." Elu stammered, turning bright red and looking down at her feet.

"A-Ah..."

As I let out a breath, Fee shot me a sharp glare. However, she remained silent, her gaze shifting toward Elu’s dress. I see. I think I understood what Fee was trying to tell me.

"Elu, those clothes suit you very well, too."

"Hawah!? T-t-t-thank you very mush!"

She bowed, her face crimson with joy. Then, for some reason, she held her hand out to me.

"Hmm? What's this for?"

"Um..."

"Ah, right. Then, would it be alright if I escorted you?"

In a setting like this, a gentleman was supposed to escort a lady. That seemed to be the correct answer, as she didn't say anything more. When I gently took her hand, Elu gave a small, happy nod.

"Yes. I look forward to it."

◇　◇　◇

I escorted Elu into the Grand Hall, but the interior was decorated in a way that could only be described as a wedding venue.

"Hey!"

I whirled toward Elu. Realizing her prank had been discovered, she cutely stuck out her tongue.

"Ehehe."

"Don't think you can laugh this off. You’re going to tell me what’s going on, right?"

"I shall be the one to explain," a voice boomed.

The Beast King stepped forward. His massive, sturdy frame was poured into a tight-fitting suit. 

"I heard my beloved Elu had found a groom, so I thought I would solidify the status quo."

"By doing... this? It looks more like you're trying to force a marriage on me."

"Just a bit of a mischievous spirit. Rest easy, son-in-law."

"I can't rest easy at all. In your mind, I've already become your son-in-law."

"Is that not so?"

The Beast King balled his hands into fists, radiating a heavy, suffocating aura. He clearly doted on Elu; he wouldn't show mercy to anyone who brought her grief. But this whole situation was a massive misunderstanding. It would be easily resolved if Elu cleared it up.

"It's not any different, Father!" Elu cried.

"No, no, it's completely different!" I corrected her immediately.

"Is it?" The Beast King glared at me with terrifying intensity.

I hesitated. In this situation, pushing too hard might put Elu in unnecessary danger due to my involvement. I couldn't simply back down, but I had to be careful.

"It is. In the first place, I’m planning on indepe—"

I stopped myself. A thought had flashed through my mind: perhaps it would be better to accept this farce for now. If I did, I could secure asylum in the Beast Kingdom.

"Gahahaha! You're exactly the man I heard you were. That's why you're worthy of being entrusted with Elu! If you're going to be that stubborn, I'll settle for an engagement until my son-in-law achieves his independence! Does that satisfy you?"

Between the man’s overwhelming pressure and the fact that he was willing to wait—which meant I’d gained a powerful backer—I had no choice but to nod.

"Good, good. Elu might have been a bit premature, but this works. Once you are independent, we will hold a grand ceremony on a national scale! It will be easier for my son-in-law to move if we restrain other countries by showing that the Beast Kingdom and your nation have a close relationship."

He had a point. If word got out that I had a close tie to a foreign princess, my status in the Kingdom of Inraku would rise, and my life would stabilize. I had thought a Knighthood was enough, but I might end up with an even higher title now.

"I understand. I'm a little dissatisfied, but I'll bear with it for now," Elu said, her cheeks flushed with happiness. "Besides, Master Yuri complimented me. He said I looked good."

The Beast King looked satisfied just seeing her happy. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Emilina. She was wearing a faint, satisfied smile.

It hit me then—she’d orchestrated this. 

What exactly is she playing at?

"Is something the matter?" Elu asked, noticing my localized mumble.

"No, it's nothing."

I might have trusted Emilina too much lately. As a Saint, she had the potential to be a dangerous enemy, one who could lead me toward ruin. I needed to re-examine the people around her.

"Fee, can I count on you for something?"

"Understood," she replied instantly.

It pained me to entrust such a grim task to Fee, but she was the only one I could be sure hadn't fallen under the influence of Emilina and her schemes.

"If there’s any danger, withdraw immediately. I won't allow you to get hurt."

"Of course. I’ll be careful."

I emphasized the warning. With her high Agility, Fee should be able to escape even the worst-case scenario. Plus, with Fee away from my side for a while, I’d finally be able to make some progress on my Magic Tools. It was a perfect "two birds with one stone" plan.

"Master Yuri, if you're making a Magic Tool when I get back, I'm confiscating it."

...My "perfect plan" was apparently transparent from the start.
Emilina's Scheme?

At Yuri’s request, Fee had immediately masked her presence and taken up a position near Emilina.

It’s been so long since Lord Yuri asked me for a favor. I have to do my best!

However, she could find nothing suspicious about Emilina’s behavior. The woman maintained a constant, radiant smile, never letting a hint of displeasure cross her face as she navigated difficult conversations with poise.

“We are grateful not only for the talk of Lord Yuri and Lady Elu’s engagement,” one official noted, “but also for the honor of the Saint’s presence.”

“Oh, please,” Emilina demurred. “I am merely a young woman who happens to be able to use a bit of Holy Magic.”

“That Holy Magic is exactly what makes you so magnificent. If only our country possessed someone as wonderful as you, Saint…”

“But you have Lady Elu, do you not?”

Listening to their dense, serious political talk was making Fee feel drowsy. Even so, this was Yuri’s request. She pushed through the boredom, staying sharp as she watched for any sign of a slip-up.

...Still nothing.

If Emilina were the type to show her hand so easily, Yuri wouldn't have bothered sending Fee to watch her. This was likely going to be a long game. 

Wait... did Lord Yuri only give me this job to get me out of his hair?

No, that couldn't be it. She could easily imagine him giddily celebrating the fact that he could now craft Magic Tools through the night without interruption. But had he ever given her a truly pointless task? Every instruction he’d ever given had eventually connected to a greater purpose. She probably just didn't understand the goal yet.

“Right. Keep it together!”

Seeing Emilina move again, Fee shadowed her. The Saint’s next stop was a private meeting with the Beast King’s daughter, Elu.

“I’m so glad things went well,” Elu said.

“It was only possible thanks to your cooperation, Lady Emilina,” the Saint replied.

The two laughed together, looking like close friends. It was clear they had concocted some kind of scheme that had just reached fruition. At this specific time, Fee could only think of one possibility: the engagement.

Was Lord Yuri... deceived?

Anxiety surged through Fee, but the feeling was short-lived as the conversation continued.

“Lord Yuri’s goal is national independence,” Elu said. “He wants to create a Multi-race Coexistence State. The first step—persuading Father—was the highest hurdle, but it seems my father has taken a genuine liking to him.”

“I do feel a bit bad for Fee-chan,” Emilina added, “but a primary wife needs a status befitting her rank. It's necessary to ensure other nations don't look down on the kingdom.”

“I wonder if Lady Fee will be angry?” Elu’s expression clouded with worry. “She’s been by Lord Yuri’s side for so long…”

Wait. Did Lord Yuri foresee this and send me to watch Lady Emilina on purpose? 

Fee realized this was a problem only she and Elu could truly resolve between themselves. But if that was the case, why hadn't he just told her to go talk to Elu?

Was it to make me realize he’s serious about becoming independent?

As a mere Lord, it was fine for Fee to simply stay by his side as a personal attendant. But a sovereign nation demanded something more. Perhaps he was trying to teach her that in his own roundabout way.

“In that case, I have to work even harder!”

Fee was bursting with new motivation, though she was naturally miles away from the truth. Her sudden resolve to make Yuri act more like a proper King would eventually become a massive headache for him, but oblivious to this, Fee revealed herself and joined the girls. 

It was the exact moment the investigator was inadvertently recruited by her targets.



Fee, whom I’d specifically asked to perform a Stealth mission, was now chatting happily with Emilina and Elu.

Then again, since Fee already knew them, she might actually have a better shot at digging up info that way. I watched them from a distance, feeling a bit proud that she was taking her own initiative, while I secretly funneled Magic Power into a stone that looked like a Magic Stone.

I’d found this strangely beautiful rock at the site of the former Sage's Tower. Oddly enough, no matter how much mana I poured into it, it never reached capacity. It was a mysterious object that seemed to consume Magic Power indefinitely.

Even for me, the risks here were high. If I tried to charge a standard Magic Stone and it accidentally detonated, I’d be executed on the spot for attempted regicide or state subversion. I’m already committed to a path that isn't in the Original Game, but if I’m dead, none of that matters. 

So, I’d settled for using this Infinite Magic Power Absorption Stone (which was, for all intents and purposes, just a stone) to vent my excess energy as a form of training.

Luna approached, watching me with a curious tilt of her head. “What is that?”

“This? It’s just a stone. Want to feel it?”

“Is it dangerous?”

“Not at all.”

In my experience, the stone was harmless. I handed it over to her without a second thought. The moment her fingers touched it, her eyes widened and she collapsed to her knees.

“Ah…”

“Hey! Are you okay? What happened?!”

“My… my mana is gone…”

It seemed Luna had accidentally poured her Magic Power into the stone just like I do. Since it has no limit, you have to be careful with the output. If you lose control for even a second, it’ll drain you dry in an instant.

“You’ll be fine after some rest. Want me to take you back to your room?”

“Mm… please.”

Since this was technically my fault, I reclaimed the stone and hoisted Luna up to carry her. Naturally, the stone continued to drain my mana as we walked. Honestly, it was a great way to manage my levels at first, but my natural recovery rate had recently started to outpace the stone’s absorption. I was beginning to wonder if this "training" was even doing anything anymore.

Suddenly, a thunderous boom echoed through the castle.

“What was that?!”

I looked around. Beastmen were sprinting through the halls in a panic. Through the chaos, Fee came dashing toward us.

“Lord Yuri! It’s bad!”

“What’s going on?”

“A rebellion has started! We have to get out of here!”

The word triggered a memory of a specific plot point from the Original Game. In the game’s lore, the ruler of the Huge Beast Kingdom was a man named Guiche. The reason was that a rebellion had broken out, the Beast King had been killed in the fighting, and Guiche had seized the throne after "suppressing" the uprising.

It was just a small piece of flavor text I’d read, so I didn't have all the details, but I hadn't expected it to happen right now. With Guiche currently rotting in a cell, the next in line for the throne would be the Second Prince, Lennon…

But there was no way he could put down an insurrection. He had a reputation as a tactician, sure, but his physical frailty was a massive liability. That meant the burden of stopping this would fall on… Elu?

She didn't have the raw power to handle this alone. If we wanted this over with, we’d have to intervene. 

I hated the idea of following the Original Game’s script, but look at it pragmatically: this was the perfect chance to put the Beast Kingdom in my debt.

“Alright. Fee, find Fritz and the others. We’re holding a strategy meeting.”
Strategy Meeting

I had everyone gather in my room. Luna, having completely depleted her Magic Power, lay resting on the bed.

"Thank you all for coming. There’s something I need to discuss with you," I began.

The group consisted of Fritz, Emilina, Fee, Elu, and Ram—the familiar faces from Alf Town—along with Lark and Gale, who had followed us this far for some reason. Luna was also awake, though still bedridden. And then there was the Beast King.

In total, there were eight people and one Emergency Food.

"Is it really alright for you to be here?" I asked the King.

"I shall return to my post shortly, but I felt the situation warranted an explanation to my son-in-law as well."

I knew from my knowledge of the original game that a civil war was supposed to break out, but that was the extent of the information I had.

"Why did you feel the need to fill me in?"

"Because you intend to make a move, don't you, Son-in-law?"

"I might just pack up and flee, you know."

"Then it would simply mean Elu and I were poor judges of character."

He stared at me with unblinking eyes. I couldn't detect even a trace of suspicion in his gaze.

I sighed and raised both hands in mock defeat.

"I surrender. Fine, I was planning to intervene. However, as you can see, we’re a small group. We don't have many combatants."

Ideally, our main focus would be supporting the injured, with Emilina at the center of the efforts. If any enemies attack us, as long as Fritz and I handle the defense, we should be able to prevent the worst from happening.

"Then all the more reason for you to have the facts. The one who instigated this civil war is the Second Prince, Lennon."

The Beast King looked down, his face clouded. First the First Prince, Guiche, and now the Second Prince had gone on a rampage.

"If that's the case, it seems likely there's a Mastermind pulling the strings," I noted.

"You can tell? Yes, it is likely one of the neighboring nations hoping to plunge this country into chaos."

When First Prince Guiche rebelled, the Demon Race had been manipulating him from the shadows. But that was a result of my father, Baran, seeing me as a nuisance. I had a feeling this time involved a different force entirely.

"Lark, Gale—is there any chance the Empire is behind this?"

Blaming the Demon Kingdom again felt a bit too simplistic, so I considered other possibilities. There were four countries bordering the Beast Kingdom. They were the same four that bordered my own territory, which made the geography easy to grasp: the Kingdom of Inraku, the Trismalis Demon Kingdom, the Holy Principality of Ames, and the Dragunov Empire.

If my father isn't the one moving, then Inraku is clean. If it were the Holy Principality of Ames, all they’d do is sabotage the Magic Tools. If we rule out the Demon Kingdom, that leaves only the Empire.

"Hmm, I wasn't exactly close with the other guys in the ranks," Lark muttered.

"Can't be helped, since you were just a bottom-tier grunt," Gale teased.

"Hey!"

"Well, there are more than enough people who would try to bring down a country," Gale continued, ignoring him. "Like a Double Digits (Double) who couldn't quite make it to the Single Digits (Ninth) and is overeager to prove themselves by aiming for a Ninth title."

That made sense. The Empire was the most logical culprit.

"A Double from the Empire... that sounds like a headache."

"No, no! That's exactly why we're here, isn't it!?" Lark shouted, his voice rising.

I doubted a self-proclaimed Ninth could actually handle a Double with real combat experience.

"I can't ask you guys to take that kind of risk. Fritz and I will handle it."

I’d leave the vanguard to Fritz while I provided fire support with magic from the rear. Since I couldn't perform healing, I wasn't suited for a war of attrition, but if we focused on a short-term strike to take down whoever was manipulating the Second Prince, it was well within the realm of possibility.

The problem was finding them.

There were too many people for Presence Detection to be of any use here.

Besides, in a situation like this, wouldn't the Mastermind be sticking close to their puppet?

"Do you know where the Second Prince is located?" I asked the Beast King.

"Yes. They’ve established a base on the road leading to the Royal Capital from the Town of Hydra, to the south."

It sounded surprisingly close. If Ram returned to her original form and went at full tilt, we could make it in time.

"In that case, will you leave the assault on the Second Prince to us?"

"Oh! If the Son-in-law is going, it is worth a thousand men."

"Don't get your hopes too high. We're going to sprint past the rank-and-file, so don't expect us to clear out the enemy army. But this battle won't end unless we take out the Mastermind."

With so few people, conserving stamina for the boss was a basic rule of any walkthrough. The Beast King seemed to accept my logic.

"Of course. Truthfully, it pains me to borrow the strength of a foreign ruler, but the Beast Kingdom has no proper fighting force left. Simply defending the Royal Capital will take everything we have."

The kingdom was fractured into the Guiche Faction, the Rain Faction, and the Elu Faction. To make matters worse, their strongest warrior, Guiche, was currently rotting in a cell. Since the Rain Faction's forces were the ones fueling the rebellion, I understood all too well why their defensive capabilities were so depleted.

"That's how it is, then. You guys stay and protect this place. You'll need guards for Luna too, right?"

"...Understood," Lark said. "You're saying that we, the Single Digits (Ninth), are the only ones capable of defending this Royal Capital."

I hadn't said anything of the sort. Still, I wasn't about to complain if they were motivated. I would just have to trust in the power of these self-proclaimed Ninth warriors for now.

"I'm counting on you. Fritz, come with me. And..."

"Fee is going too!"

"No, Fee, it’s too dangerous—"

"I can protect myself now! I’m not the same Fee who just waits for Yuri-sama to save her anymore!"

I saw a fierce Light in Fee’s eyes. Knowing she spoke with such resolve, I found it impossible to refuse her.

"...Understood. But don't leave my side."

"Thank you-nano!" Fee chirped, hugging me happily. I gave her head a light pat.

"Must be nice..." Elu murmured, watching us enviously. I thought she might insist on coming along as well, but she didn't push the issue. "If I go, I'll just be a nuisance to Yuri-sama. I’ll stay here and help Emilina-sama."

"Good idea. Emilina is going to have her hands full."

"Is the talk finished-mee? Then it's finally time for food-mee!"

Despite having slept through the entire difficult conversation, Ram had chosen this exact moment to wake up and demand a meal. I was about to put her to work, but then I remembered—this was the Sheep Fairy who had considered turning Lark and the others into dinner.

If I wanted her to give it her all, I had to give her some incentive.

"That's right. We're going to go find your food now!"

"Yay-mee! I'm so excited-mee! Let's go, hurry-mee!"

Ram began tugging on my clothes. Since time was of the essence, I allowed myself to be pulled out of the room, followed by the others.

As we walked, I fiddled with the Infinite Magic Power Absorption Stone (Just a Stone) hidden in my pocket.
Second Prince Rain

I was constantly being compared to my brother.

The First Prince had been born with the overwhelming strength typical of a Beastman, while I was merely the ordinary Second Prince. I had applied myself to my studies as a meager form of resistance, but the gap between us was far too wide for effort alone to bridge. It was blindingly obvious which of us the Beast King valued more.

Even so, I had done everything in my power for the sake of my father and my brother.

And yet...

“My brother has lost control, and my father is actually attempting to align himself with a barbaric race like the Humans. How can I allow such a thing to happen? I’m the only one who can make them see sense.”

Of course, a price had to be paid for such an intervention. Once this civil war succeeded, the Beast Kingdom would become a Subordinate State of the Empire. In a sense, my actions were equivalent to selling out my own country. But even that was better than joining hands with a Kingdom that viewed Beastmen as nothing more than slaves.

Driven by that conviction, I had taken it upon myself to lead the rebellion.

Standing behind me, Magna—the Fifth Rank Alchemist and one of the Empire’s Ninth—watched the proceedings with a dark smirk.

“To think it would go this smoothly. As expected of you, Lord Magna.”

“Right? I’d heard the Second Prince was a man of intellect, but in the end, he’s just a beast. Give him a little push and he goes right where you want him.”

“Once this civil war is won, you’ll surely climb into the upper echelons of the Ninth.”

“It won't be that easy. Up to the Fourth Rank, they’re still human. Beyond that, they aren’t even people anymore. Between the midget, the brat, and the battle-maniac, their strength is the real deal. We’re talking about three monsters who could each bring down a country alone. How am I supposed to compete with that?” 

He spat the words out like a curse.

“Well, no use worrying about that now. More importantly, aren't there any decent opponents for us to deal with?”

“If the First Prince were healthy, we would have had to face either him or the Beast King, but that doesn't seem necessary now.”

“How boring,” Magna muttered, sitting down on the spot and letting out a wide yawn. “Well, it doesn't really matter if this operation succeeds or not. Even if it fails, it’ll be easy enough to topple a weakened Beast Kingdom later.”

“To have laid traps to such an extent... Truly, you are remarkable, Lord Magna.”

“Stop flattering me. Keep it up and I’ll toss a potion at you as a reward.”

“That doesn’t sound like much of a reward.”

The two of them carried on with their banter like a comedy duo. Who could have imagined the sheer scale of the danger closing in on them?

Suddenly, the sunlight vanished. A localized night fell over the entire area. 

No—that wasn't it. The sun hadn't set; a massive object had simply dropped from the heavens, blotting out the sky.

“Wh-what the hell is that?!”

“I-it’s the White Devil...”

“Run—! Guh!”

The mysterious object from the sky crushed them both instantly, knocking them unconscious before they could even scream.



Fee was incredibly fired up once we set out, but Ram’s appetite was the real driving force. We tore down the highway at a terrifying speed. We bypassed almost all the enemy forces, and before I knew it, we were closing in on the main camp.

“Where’s the food, baaa?!”

Hearing those words, I seriously questioned if Ram was actually a Shepherd Fairy. Sheep Devil felt more appropriate. Or maybe Fairy of the Dining Table. Though, that just made me picture her roasted whole on a platter. 

Actually, that seemed like the most natural state for her.

“...Should I roast you?” I asked.

“Wh-who are you roasting, baaa?!”

“A sheep or something?”

“I-I wouldn’t taste good roasted, baaa!”

“So you are a sheep?”

“Th-that’s also wrong, baaa!”

By now, our presence—or rather, the presence of a suspicious, giant sheep monster—had surely been reported. So much for Stealth. But since a quiet approach was impossible with Ram in tow, our best bet was to take down the mastermind quickly and get out.

“...Those guys over there look suspicious,” I noted.

I sensed one individual with a clearly superior level of ability. He was strong compared to the surrounding Beastmen, but he didn't feel unbeatable.

“Hmm, they don't look very tasty, baaa,” Ram muttered.

She was still treating people like snacks. I suppose I was using her with that exact intention, but still...

“You don’t have to eat them if you don’t want to. Of course, that means you’re skipping dinner, too.”

“I’ll eat them properly, baaa!”

With that, Ram leapt into the air and swallowed the two men whole. A second later, she gagged and spat them back out.

“Disgusting, baaa! Absolutely disgusting!”

The men were launched across the clearing, slick with drool, before slamming into a nearby building. Fortunately, they hadn't been digested; they were still breathing.

One of them, whose consciousness had flickered out for a moment, staggered to his feet. He wiped the slime from his face and flashed a defiant grin.

“Heh... heh heh... So it really is you, the Third Rank... the Puppeteer. I heard you were in the Beast Kingdom, but I never expected you to pick this side. It doesn’t matter. I’ve developed a medicine so foul it ruins the sense of taste, specifically to counter your dolls.”

Who the hell is he talking to? 

If he meant Luna, she was still back at the capital resting. Besides, her dolls didn't have taste buds. A bad flavor wouldn't make them spit anything out.

“...Who the hell are you?!” the man shouted, finally looking directly at me.

“I was about to ask you the same thing. Don't go around mistaking people for someone else.”

“Kuh, I blundered. I didn't think anyone besides the Third Rank Puppeteer could control a massive demon that swallows people whole.”

“I’m not a demon, baaa!”

“That’s right,” I added. “She’s a top-tier piece of Emergency Food!”

“That’s also wrong, baaa!!”

I turned back to the man. “More importantly, do you really think an attacker is going to just hand over their personal information?”

The man actually paused to think about it. “There are plenty of ‘em!”

I instinctively wanted to put my head in my hands. Were the Empire’s operatives all this chatty?

“Fine. If you want to know who I am, you should introduce yourself first, shouldn't you?”

“Fair point. I am Magna, the Fifth Rank Alchemist of the Empire’s Ninth! There, I’ve said it. Your turn.”

“...I’m Fritz.”

I thought I heard an indignant “Hey!” from Fee atop Ram’s back, but I ignored it.

“I see. So you’re the Dragon Slayer. You’re even more impressive than the rumors suggested.”

Fritz’s name was surprisingly well-known. Perhaps I should have picked a different alias.

“And if I am? What’s your plan?”

“Why not join us? The Kingdom clearly doesn’t appreciate your talents. The Empire is a pure meritocracy; a man like you would fit right in.”

A connection to the Empire would be useful, but Luna was more than enough for that. I shook my head.

“I don't trust you. Especially not while we’re on opposite sides of a battlefield.”

“Well, I figured. In that case, it won't be too late to reconsider once you’ve had a taste of our power, right?”

Magna pulled out several vials of medicine, filling both hands.

“You wouldn’t call one of the Ninth cowardly for refusing to fight fair, would you?”

“Of course not. This isn't a training exercise.”

Still, these guys had almost been eaten by Ram just moments ago. They had used medicine to escape, but they didn't seem particularly formidable. 

That was my mistake.

Magna hurled the vials at us. The moment they struck the ground, they triggered a violent, earth-shaking explosion.

Shit!

I was caught right in the center of the blast. There was no way to survive an explosion of that magnitude at point-blank range, and I didn't have time to deploy Defense Magic. 

We were finished.

And yet, the explosion vanished in a heartbeat, neutralized before the flames could even reach us.
Jewel of Darkness

I didn’t have the slightest clue why the explosion had just vanished.

Maybe it only looked like a massive blast? A grand spectacle with no substance? 

The man was likely another self-proclaimed Single Digits—a Ninth—just like Lark and the others. It was irritating how they threw around ranks I had no way of verifying at the most inconvenient times. Still, while it hadn't turned into a catastrophe, the incident served as a grim reminder to never let my guard down again.

"W-What is the meaning of this?" Magna stammered. "That was my masterpiece... it's supposed to be capable of killing even a High Ninth!"

"Top marks for intimidation," I countered. "But did you really think an attack of that caliber would work on me?"

"Tch. I misjudged your strength. I got careless because I thought you were just a brat. If that's the case, try this! This is the greatest attack I possess!"

Magna reached into his breast pocket and produced another vial of medicine.

"It doesn't look quite as unappetizing anymore, meh."

I heard Ram’s voice drift over, and before I knew it, she had swallowed Magna whole the moment he threw the vial.

"It's probably just for show again, right?" I muttered.

I prepared Defense Magic just in case and watched the situation unfold. Suddenly, a massive explosion erupted, one that dwarfed the previous blast. However, the Infinite Magic Power Absorption Stone—which looked like nothing more than a common pebble—shone with a brilliant light. In the next heartbeat, the inferno vanished as if it had never existed.

"As I thought. Just a facade."

"Hmm. I thought he’d be a bit tastier, but he’s not very good," Ram complained.

"If you're going to spit him out, don't do it anywhere near here. Aim for the horizon."

I didn't need him coming back for seconds.

"Understood, meh. Peh!"

Ram spat Magna out toward the distant skyline. 

"I-I'm sav—wait, eeeeehhhhh!" 

Magna's voice echoed through the air as his figure rapidly shrank into a tiny speck and vanished.

"Is that the last of the masterminds?" I asked.

"Lord Yuri, that person over there... that's the Second Prince," Fee said, pointing.

Standing there was a pale-faced Beastman boy. If she hadn't pointed him out, I would have overlooked him entirely; he didn't radiate even a hint of strength.

"That's helpful." I walked over to Second Prince Rain.

"Hieee!" 

"Are you Rain?"

"I-I am the Beast Kingdom's Second Prince Rain! If you lay a hand on me, do you have any idea what my father will say...?"

"Look," I sighed. "Do you honestly think the Beast King is going to forgive you after you started a civil war?"

"This was to make my father see sense! Because he tries to join hands with the Human race—people who treat Beastmen as slaves!" Rain shouted, his voice cracking.

To my surprise, Fee stepped forward. "That isn't true! There are good people among the Human race, too!"

"How could that be possible?! If that's true, why are Beastmen treated like slaves in human countries?"

"The answer is simple," I said. "The fact that there are good humans implies the existence of bad ones. And right now, one of those bad ones is pulling the strings of the Kingdom of Inraku from the shadows. That's why things are the way they are."

"...What?"

"For a guy like that, it's much more convenient if other races are kept as slaves."

Rain fell into a stunned silence. He looked like he was finally connecting the dots.

"Could it be... that I was also being manipulated by him?"

"You aren't directly connected to the Empire yet, but there's a high probability they were indirectly steering you toward this."

"Then... everything I've done... what was it for...?"

Rain’s shoulders slumped in defeat. Even if he understood the truth now, the damage was done. There was nothing he could do to take back his actions.

"No, it's not too late. End this civil war. Minimizing the casualties is the best way to show a little resistance against that Mastermind."

"I... I see. You're right. I should explain everything to the Beast King myself."

"Good. Do that."

"I understand. I'll issue the order to surrender. Could you head back to the Royal Capital ahead of me?"

It seemed Rain no longer had any will to fight us. Relieved, I climbed back onto Ram and began the journey back to the capital.



Meanwhile, at the Beast Kingdom's Royal Capital, Luna was attempting to struggle out of bed, only to be held back by Lark and his subordinates.

"...Yuri is in danger," she insisted.

"He's got that Lamb Meat Fairy with him," Lark countered. "We couldn't beat that thing even if we all attacked at once. He's fine."

"...A fairy's strength changes based on the Magic Power of the master who employs it. But right now, Yuri shouldn't have much left..."

Even among the Ninth, Luna possessed a massive amount of mana—likely the highest of them all. As a puppet master, she could never have enough. Yet Yuri possessed a Cursed Magic Tool that had drained her entire pool in an instant. She had to accept the truth: Yuri’s Magic Power was even greater than hers, and she was the Empire's Strongest. 

Still, no one could last for hours while carrying a Magic Tool that sucked mana away with that kind of intensity. And then there was the tool itself.

That was surely the Jewel of Darkness...

It was the ultimate Magic Tool, capable of nullifying any Attack as long as it was fed mana. But its "fuel efficiency" was notoriously abysmal. In this entire world, perhaps the Demon Lord was the only person who could use it properly. She didn't know how Yuri had come to possess it, but if his mana ran low, the power of that Emergency Food would plummet. 

Furthermore, the one orchestrating this incident was likely one of the Empire's Ninth. Even for Yuri, facing an elite opponent while completely exhausted would be a death sentence.

"I have to go..."

"Lord Yuri will be fine," a voice said, gently chiding her.

It was Elu, the Beastman girl who was even smaller than Luna. As the Princess of the Beast Kingdom and Yuri's fiancée, she should have been more worried than anyone. Yet she radiated an absolute sense of confidence.

"Did you know? Lord Yuri is completely outrageous. I'm certain he'll settle everything in some ridiculous way again."

Yuri had no idea that the bar was being raised to such impossible heights. Luna could only stare at Elu, stunned by her words.

"But if something goes wrong..."

"That's why Ms. Fee is with him. There's no problem at all."

Seeing Elu’s bright smile, Luna found herself cracking a small smile in return.

"Fine. In my current state, I’d probably just be a burden anyway. I'll stay put."

"That's the spirit. I'll go grab my pillow."

"Wait. Why are you trying to get into bed with me?"

"...? Is that strange?" Elu tilted her head. Her expression was so innocent that Luna felt like she was the one being weird.

"Is Luna the strange one here?"

"I'm sure of it! Oh, the rest of you should get some rest too. By the time you wake up, Lord Yuri will have solved everything."

Perhaps it was Elu's Wild Instinct talking, but the way she said it made it feel like a certainty.

"In that case... Luna will rest."

"Yes! And I shall join you."

"I told you, we aren't sleeping together."

"Aw, come on, let's have a girls' party! You can tell me what part of Lord Yuri you fell in love with!"

"I-I never said I liked him!"

"That's exactly why I want to hear it! Who knows, we might even end up living together!"

"H-Help..."

In the end, Luna couldn't escape Elu’s clutches and was forced to recount her history with Yuri in excruciating detail.
End of the War

Upon our return to the Beast Kingdom, the Beast King and his inner circle were there to meet us.

"Judging by your expression, the Mastermind is..."

"Ah, they’ve been dealt with. Ram blew them away."

"It tasted awful-baa!"

She definitely ate him. I waited for a retort, but it never came. One could say the Beast King simply didn't have the mental energy to spare for such antics.

"So, what was the identity of this Mastermind?"

"An Imperial... I think?"

I considered it carefully. The term Single Digits—the Ninth—was usually enough to identify one of the Empire's greatest powerhouses. If they could use Disguise magic, it was even more likely.

"What do you mean? You couldn't identify your opponent?"

"No, he claimed to be the Fifth Rank of the Ninth. But for a Fifth Rank, he felt far too weak."

"Perhaps he was their strategist, then."

That made sense. If his role was centered on schemes, it wouldn't be strange for his direct combat power to be inferior to the other Single Digits. However, because I had already encountered the self-proclaimed Sixth Rank and Ninth Rank, that was the first suspicion to cross my mind.

"For now, I'll lodge a formal protest with the Empire," the Beast King sighed. "Though without evidence, I doubt they’ll take it seriously."

"If you'd like, I can deliver the message myself."

Luna had already invited me to the Empire. The Beast Kingdom had lost a significant number of troops in the civil war and would likely struggle to spare an envoy. It made sense for me to handle it while I was there.

Besides, I could make the Beast King owe me.

I had already accrued a massive amount of favor by helping resolve this insurrection. With one more push, I might finally get him to agree to my request: letting me flee with my entire territory if my execution was ever ordered.

"That would be a great help," the Beast King said, his eyes gleaming. "After all, there’s nothing strange about Elu acting as envoy while her fiancé, my future son-in-law, supports her."

"Hey, we agreed the engagement was a conversation for after I gained independence, remember?"

"This incident has made me realize where I stand. I will cooperate fully with your independence, 'son-in-law.' And if that proves impossible, I shall simply welcome you into the family as my adopted heir."

The Beast King laughed. It sounded like the latter option was his true preference.

"Don't try to make me the Beast King on your own whim."

"Ah, you caught me?"

"You weren't exactly being subtle."

The Beast King looked surprised for a moment, then let out a booming laugh.

"Gahahaha! Now I want to make you King even more. Elu, don't you dare let him go!"

"Don't worry, Father. I'm holding onto him tight."

As she spoke, Elu grabbed my arm with a firm grip. She was surprisingly strong; once she had a hold of me, I couldn't pull away with raw strength alone.

Was this the side effect of relying too much on magic? I made a mental note to check my status later.

"Over here, Fee is hugging you too-no."

Perhaps imitating Elu, Fee latched onto my other side.

"I see," the Beast King mused. "A flower in each hand."

"This is only happening because you instigated them."

"It's the greatest honor a man could have, isn't it?"

To me, the scene looked more like a man being babysat by two children, but I knew better than to say that out loud. If I did, they’d both get angry. I decided to deflect the conversation toward a different target.

"Come to think of it, shouldn't Fritz find a partner soon as well?"

"M-me!?" Fritz stammered. "No, I... I can barely feed myself—"

"What about Emilina? A Dragon Slayer and a Saint seem like a perfect match, don't they?"

"E-Emilina has her own life to consider, right!?"

Fritz answered in a total panic. Seeing his reaction, I realized he might actually have feelings for her. As for Emilina... she was smiling as usual, making it impossible to tell what she was thinking.

Still, if this worked out, the Saint's surveillance on me would weaken, granting me more freedom of movement. Entrusting her to Fritz, the most reliable man in my territory, was the best possible move.

"If you need help, just say the word," I told him. "I'll provide long vacations, a house—whatever you need."

"You're getting way ahead of yourself!"

I'll have to make sure Fritz and Emilina are assigned to the same missions as much as possible from now on, I thought, already plotting the next phase of my operation.



After the meeting with the Beast King concluded, it was decided that we would depart in a few days. I took the opportunity to rest in my room and use Appraisal on myself.

Name: Yuri Lousouth
Gender: Male / Age: 11 / Race: Human
Occupation: Third Son of a Duke, Lord of Alf Town, Chief of All Races
Level: 53
HP: 142/142 (A)
MP: —/— (S)
Attack: 14 (A)
Defense: 9 (C)
Agility: 18 (C)
Magic Power: 471 (S)

【Skills】
Swordsmanship: 1 (B), Disguise: 7 (A), Appraisal: 10 (EX), Chantless Casting: 10 (S), Limit Break: 1 (EX), Imagination Magic: 10 (EX)

【Magic】
Fire: 9 (B), Water: 10 (C), Earth: 16 (A), Wind: 11 (B), Dark: 14 (S)

Apparently, 10 was the maximum value for magic and skills. Thanks to the newly acquired Limit Break, they had started to grow again, though the rate of improvement had slowed to a crawl.

But the real issue was my base stats. My build was ridiculously biased. While my other physical abilities were roughly on par with an average adult, my Magic Power was likely at the very top of the world.

Well, there are still Sages and Demon Lords out there, so maybe not the absolute top, I mused. Still, the stat growth of Yuri—the man destined to be a Mastermind and the final boss—was nothing short of terrifying.

Not that it changed my plans. No matter how strong I got, my goals remained the same.

Just then, Fee entered the room.

"You're unusually sparkly-no."

"Ah... yeah. My Magic Power increased recently, so this Light has gotten stronger too."

It was past the point where I could hide it. Appraisal had become a dormant skill I didn't want to use in public, but it was still useful when I was alone. By sacrificing the fact that my eyes now glowed, the range of my Appraisal had expanded significantly.

My brain's information processing capacity had likely increased to compensate, but for me, it wasn't exactly a welcome development.

"Sparkle-sparkle. It's very interesting-no."

I wonder if I'll eventually start firing beams from my eyes?

As that thought crossed my mind, Fee's status screen appeared before me.

Name: Fee
Gender: Female / Age: 12 / Race: Beastman
Occupation: Yuri's Attendant, Yuri's Concubine
Level: 42
HP: 210/210 (E)
MP: 14/14 (E)
Attack: 12 (E)
Defense: 6 (E)
Agility: 41 (C)
Magic Power: 3 (E)

【Skills】
Dagger: 3 (C), Stealth: 6 (B), Cooking: -2 (EX), Enemy Search: 6 (C), Assassination: 1 (C), Danger Perception: 3 (D)

【Magic】
Earth: 1 (E), Wind: 1 (D)

Fee's Level had skyrocketed. I suppose it made sense; in a party system, Experience Points are shared among all allies. Given the number of high-level enemies I’d been taking down, this was only natural.

A happy miscalculation was the growth of her Stealth-related skills. I had been asking her to handle those kinds of tasks frequently, but it also showed how much she had been focusing on monitoring my surroundings for danger.

However, for some reason, her Cooking skill had become something truly bizarre.

"...Is something wrong?" she asked.

"No. It's nothing."

I have to make sure Fee never, ever cooks again.

I made that solemn vow in the silence of my heart.
Rest

I found myself with a bit of free time before our departure for the Empire.

The Beast King had goaded me into it, suggesting I take the opportunity to see the Castle Town with Elu. Since she was all for the idea, Fee and I ended up accompanying her. The three of us were currently in the middle of a "public execution"—otherwise known as a date.

Fee had a death grip on my right arm to ensure I didn’t sneak any Magic Stones, while Elu clung to my left with her entire body, looking utterly delighted. To any onlooker, I was likely in an enviable position—one that would make most men weep tears of blood. 

Naturally, I didn't see it that way.

“That Emilina. She was smirking as she saw me off, right up until the very last second.”

I couldn't forget the sneer she’d flashed me the moment we left the room. I’ll definitely make her feel the same way, I thought with grim determination as I walked through this public execution.

“Saint Emilina was blessing us, you know,” Elu said.

“Blessing or not, that’s a conversation for after I’ve secured my independence...”

“Since my father said he would lend his support, that part is already set in stone.”

He was the king of a nation, after all. He was more than capable of appointing a single person to a rank like a Knighthood. Even if it involved a foreign power, an engagement with a princess carried immeasurable utility. He knew he could reap the rewards if he played his cards right, so he likely intended to shackled me with a title as quickly as possible to ensure I couldn't slip away.

“Well, I suppose so. I’d probably do the same if I were king.”

“Exactly. Because you are a king, Yuri-sama.”

“...Aren't you just cherry-picking the parts of that sentence you like?”

“Ehehe.”

Elu offered a sweet, innocent smile. Perhaps she was already plotting to install me as the king of the Beast Kingdom. 

When I looked at it that way, it felt like there were far too many people in this world plotting something. I’d originally thought my father was the only Mastermind, but now there was the Empire, the Beast Kingdom, the Saint... The fact that everyone had their own hidden agenda gave the world a gritty sense of reality. 

How many times have I wished this world were just a game?

I couldn't afford to let my guard down just because a path to independence had finally opened up. I’d have to pay for any failure with my life, so I needed to ensure everything was perfect. Things had ended with the best possible result in the Beast Kingdom; now, I had to prepare countermeasures to ensure I achieved the same in the Empire.

However, the Empire was a meritocracy on par with the Demon Kingdom. I could only wonder what the outcome would be.

“Yuri-sama, look what I got!”

“I received so many. They’re very delicious.”

The two girls smiled happily. I watched them with a gentle gaze before turning to thank the stall owner.

“Thanks for the food.”

“No, no, it's thanks to the Beast King that we can do business safely in this town. This is just a small token of my gratitude.”

Then give it to the Beast King directly, I couldn't help but think.

“The Beast King won't accept anything himself, you see,” the stall owner added, as if sensing my thoughts.

“I see. So you’re thanking his daughter, Elu, instead.”

“Besides, you were the one who took the lead and fought so hard in the recent civil war.”

“...How do you know about that?”

My participation should have been restricted to the royalty and a few select individuals. I was surprised a common stall clerk knew.

“Well, weren't you flying through the sky on a giant piece of white cotton candy?”

Ah. They’d seen me traveling on Ram. I could certainly see how Ram would stand out in that form, but I was still impressed they’d managed to spot me as well.

“Beastmen have superior physical abilities,” Elu clarified from my side. “Our eyesight is quite keen.”

Still, white cotton candy, huh? I thought. Even here, she’s being compared to food.

I couldn't help but let out a dry laugh.

“Is something the matter?”

“No, it’s nothing. Can I have a skewer too?”

“Of course!”

I took a meat skewer from the owner and reached for my coin purse. However, he flatly refused the payment, insisting that he could never take money from a benefactor.

◇　◇　◇

We hopped between several more food stalls until my stomach was completely full. Elu and Fee, however, still seemed hungry; they both had their hands full of skewers.

“Um... do you dislike girls who eat a lot?” Elu asked anxiously.

I reached out and lightly rapped her on the head.

“Ouch!”

“Do you really think I’m the kind of guy who judges people based on that?”

“I suppose not,” Elu said, her smile returning in full force.

“He's right,” Fee added, munching away while staring fixedly at me. Actually, she was staring at the bulge in my pocket.

Sorry, Fee. This isn't a Magic Stone. 

It was an Infinite Magic Power Absorption Stone—or as I called it, a Plain Old Rock. Since I could use Magic Power with this without triggering Fee’s anger, I’d been using it continuously, even during our "public execution."

“Are you pushing yourself?” Fee asked, her voice laced with concern.

She had seen me run out of Magic Power and collapse more times than I could count. I couldn't blame her for being extra protective; it was my own fault for being reckless and constantly making her worry.

“No, I’m fine. I won't worry you like that again. I know I’ve put you through a lot, Fee.”

“As long as you’re okay, then it’s fine.”

Fee gave me a genuine smile, and I found myself smiling back.

◇　◆　◇

Inside the Empire's Castle.

First, the First Rank, wore a thunderous expression as he read the report from the Ninth.

“What the hell is the meaning of this?!”

“Um... it is a consolidated report from the Alchemist, Magna of the Fifth Rank, and the puppeteer, Luna of the Third Rank.”

“I know who wrote it! What I want to know is how the Empire’s proud Single Digits were decimated by a mere provincial Viscount!”

“T-that is...”

Certainly, there were people in the world capable of taking down one of the Single Digits in a fair fight. However, the Single Digits were the hand-picked elite of the entire Empire. The fact that half of them had been neutralized was a shocking reality—it was as if the Empire itself had been halved.

“And even Luna, the Third Rank...”

While the Single Digits possessed power on a different level from common soldiers, they were still fundamentally human. Those ranked Third and above, however, possessed truly inhuman strength. 

Luna, for instance, could command colossal dolls that no human could hope to rival, allowing her to crush her enemies with total impunity. Being inanimate, her dolls felt no fatigue and ignored most wounds. A single strike from one of her larger puppets carried enough force to obliterate a battalion.

And yet, Luna herself had sent a recommendation, insisting that this man be recruited into the Single Digits immediately.

If he was truly such an extraordinary individual, it might not be a bad idea to meet him.

“Whether he turns out to be an ogre or a Demon... either way, he’d better keep me entertained.”
A New Visitor

I had been left in charge of the territory while Yuri was away. 

Looking at the mountain of paperwork on my desk, the sheer absurdity of the problems made me want to throw everything aside and quit. 

"Why is the workload so lopsided?! And as for Al... research funds for a Meat Field? How could he possibly think such a thing is feasible?"

Al, having grown up as an orphan, lacked any semblance of a formal education. Paradoxically, that lack of constraint had allowed him to produce wild ideas with incredible results, such as bringing the Shepherd Fairies (Ram) into our fold and completely reforming the territory’s food supply. It was no exaggeration to say that his success was due entirely to his unique talent for managing the other orphans.

On the other hand, his lack of common sense led to him planting precious cuts of meat in the earth, mass-producing a suspicious white powder, and picking fights with every passing mercenary he laid eyes on.

"Big Bro—no, how on earth did Brother ever manage to keep this territory from falling apart?"

In truth, he had simply let everyone do as they pleased, maintaining his position at the top as the Lord without micromanaging the chaos.

"First, I need to explain to Al that meat does not, in fact, grow from the soil... but who can I even ask to handle that?"

The lack of qualified educators was a glaring weakness in our territory. For now, I had to rely on the village elders, but their lessons didn't seem to be sticking. Perhaps I should look into hiring someone from the outside?

As I muddled through these thoughts, a door materialized in the center of the room. Ren stepped through. As a former member of the underground Crow Guild, he and his associates were currently handling our intelligence operations.

"Pardon the intrusion."

"It’s a bit late for that once you’re already inside, Ren-san."

"It’s the nature of my ability. Have a little heart."

"I understand. So, what do you have for me?"

We exchanged a few pleasantries before moving to the heart of the matter.

"...The Lousouth Main House shows no signs of movement for the time being," Ren reported.

"I imagine they learned their lesson after the last raid."

Even for my father, Baran, mobilizing another country's forces must have been a reckless gamble that cost a staggering amount of gold. Since he had gained absolutely nothing from the venture, I had assumed he wouldn't strike again so soon. It seemed my intuition was correct.

"However," Ren continued, "there are reports that Baran’s eldest daughter, Miranda, has departed the Royal Capital. We are currently verifying the details."

"Thank you. If my elder sister is on the move, I wonder if she intends to try and seduce Brother herself?"

"If that’s the case, we have nothing to worry about. Yuri-sama is only interested in little girls."

"T-That’s right, isn't it?! After all, Brother has a very deep interest in me..."

I caught myself speaking too quickly and realized Ren was watching me. I felt my face flush and forced a dry cough.

"Ahem. Regardless, keep a close watch on the Lousouth House. Is there anything else?"

"Things are getting restless within the Kingdom as well. Security is tight, so I haven't grasped the specifics yet. I’ll report as soon as I know more."

"Please do."

"Also... it seems there was a recent civil war in the Beast Kingdom."

"What!?"

I dropped my pen. I lunged forward, grabbing the front of his clothes.

"I-Is Brother safe?!"

"C-Calm down. You’re... choking me..."

At his strained voice, I snapped back to reality and released his neck.

"Ahem. My apologies. I was a bit... unsettled."

"I’d appreciate it if you didn't kill me just because you’re 'unsettled.'"

"I-I am sorry. In the future... I will try to be more careful."

"You won't even give me a straight promise, will you?" Ren sighed, looking exasperated before continuing his report. "The conflict apparently ended in the blink of an eye. Rumor has it that a Son-in-law leading the White Cotton Candy Devil played a pivotal role... Hiee!?"

Ren had been reciting the report verbatim, but he suddenly recoiled. Perhaps he saw the shadow of an ogre manifesting behind my smile.

"Is something wrong, Ren-san? Please, continue."

"N-No, that’s essentially everything—"

"There’s more, isn't there? I’m curious as to why Brother is being referred to as a 'Son-in-law.' Does he intend to be adopted into the Beast Kingdom's royalty?"

"Hiee! T-That was merely the Beast King's personal wish! I don't believe Yuri-sama has any such intention—"

"Oh, is that so? Please, don't startle me like that."

I let my smile return to normal, though Ren’s expression remained frozen in a cramped grimace.

"Then there is the Empire. This may be the real problem."

"The Empire... they’re said to possess military strength far exceeding our own. Are they planning to attack us?"

"No. It seems they’ve developed a personal interest in Yuri-sama following the incident in the Beast Kingdom. There’s a high probability they will attempt to make contact soon."

In reality, Brother had already decimated the ranks of the Single Digits (specifically the Ninth), but it seemed that information hadn't reached Ren yet.

"In that case, I must send a letter to Brother immediately. Yes, that is for the best."

I clapped my hands together happily and set to work. I produced a stack of letters far too thick for a simple status report and pressed them into Ren’s hands.

"Deliver these to Brother without fail. If you happen to fail—"

"I will deliver them immediately. With absolute certainty!" Ren saluted sharply, conjured a door, and vanished into his teleportation.

No sooner had he left than Emma came rushing in. I had put her in charge of the territory’s security.

"Sasha-chan, it’s a disaster!!"

"What’s happened?"

"It’s Miss Boobs! Miss Boobs is here!!"

Emma’s report was completely nonsensical. However, I could sense the gravity of the situation. Some incredibly dangerous entity was approaching. Miss Boobs... it was likely the name of a high-ranking Demon seeking to raze this land. The air felt heavy with foreboding.

"I understand. Emma-san, I’m leaving the Command to you. Contact Al and the others. We cannot allow this territory to fall while Brother is away!"

"Got it! Interception mode, engaged!" 

Emma wound her arms like windmills, psyching herself up as she sprinted out of the room.

"I suppose I should go as well. I must see what kind of Miss Boobs—what kind of terrifying Demon—has dared to show its face."

I cast a brief, fleeting glance at my own chest, then shook my head. I gripped my favorite staff and followed Emma into the fray.
A Dangerous Opponent

When I reached the site, the scene was pure pandemonium.

For some inexplicable reason, the children had all collapsed, their cheeks flushed a deep, feverish red.

“Sasha-chan, this Miss Boobs... this person... she’s dangerous…”

Even Emma, the Hero, appeared to be no match for her. She sounded utterly defeated. 

As for Al, who had rushed ahead—he’d already been captured by Miss Boobs (the Archdemon). His face was buried deep between those two heinous breasts (the ultimate weapons). He was writhing in her grasp, looking like he was suffering (though he seemed strangely happy about it).

“Al! Are you all right?!” I cried out.

“Sasha? Is that you? I’m... I’m finished. Leave me! Save yourself!”

“Save myself where? There’s nowhere else to go!”

I glared with sharp, pragmatically suspicious eyes at the owner (the true identity) of those breasts (the demon). She was a woman with long, silver hair, dressed in the modest robes of a priest.

But I wasn't about to be fooled. There was no way a member of the clergy would be concealing two weapons that ferocious—or so I told myself. Then, I remembered Emilina. Even though she was still growing, she managed to hide two massive melons under her clothes.

Is a specific physical trait required to become a priest?

The absurdity of the situation was starting to overwhelm my common sense. Because I was preoccupied with that ridiculous thought, my reaction time lagged.

“You must be Sasha-chan. Emilina told me all about you. For now, a little squeeze to say hello.”

The woman gently set down Al, who remained prostrate on the ground with an ecstatic expression, and slowly glided toward me. Before I could retreat, she pulled me into a hug against her soft, cushion-like body.

It felt like I was floating through the clouds. The fear that had gripped me only moments ago vanished instantly; my face went slack, and I felt a dazed, blissful expression—the same one the others wore—take hold of my features. 

Surrendering to the sensation, my consciousness simply drifted away.



“The demon!”

I snapped awake, sitting bolt upright in my own bed. 

“Was it... was it all a dream?” I gasped, trying to catch my breath and calm my racing heart. It had felt too real to be a mere nightmare.

“I wonder if you had a bad dream?” 

My heart stopped. I knew that voice. I slowly turned toward the sound, and there she was: Miss Boobs (the Archdemon).

“W-w-what do you intend to do?! You’re an infiltrator, aren’t you? You’re a demon here to seize the territory!”

“That’s a bit harsh,” she replied, her voice smooth and unbothered. “I only came because Emilina asked me to.”

As she spoke, she casually swayed those giant watermelons. I looked down at my own chest; even if I moved violently, nothing there would budge at all. I instinctively placed my hands over my own body, feeling a sense of impending doom.

“I wasn’t told a single word about this!”

“Then I suppose it’s Emilina acting on her own again. That girl really is quite a handful.”

“So, what on earth did you come to this territory for?!” I demanded, trying to use strong words so I wouldn't be overwhelmed by her presence.

The woman seemed to find my hostility endearing. She placed a hand to her cheek and offered a gentle smile. “You don’t have to be so guarded. I’ve only been entrusted with the education of the children here.”

“Edu...cation?”

What on earth could she possibly teach them? Surely not... sex education? 

The fact that my mind even went there was entirely the fault of this woman’s appearance.

“For now, I’ll introduce myself. I am Alexia, a Priest who was teaching children at the Royal Capital’s Temple. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

It seemed Miss Boobs was a Miss Boobs named Alexia.

“...I’m Sasha.”

“Yes, I’ve heard. I was told you were a very cute girl who’s obsessed with her big brother.”

“B-brother?! My brother has nothing to do with this! I’m here because I want to be!”

“Yes, yes, I understand,” she said, nodding indulgently.

I couldn’t help but feel like I was being expertly handled, like a child. However, since she was a referral from Emilina, I couldn't exactly throw her out into the street.

“Fine. I’ll immediately prepare a house for you and a room that can be used for classes.”

Why do problems keep occurring one after another like this?

I held my head in my hands while looking over the map of the territory, searching for any vacant houses. 

“At the moment, only a house a bit far away is vacant. Is that acceptable?”

“I don’t mind. I came prepared to sleep outdoors, after all.”

“Please don’t do that,” I snapped. “It would reflect poorly on my brother's reputation as Lord.”

“By the way, where is the Lord?”

“My brother is out for a little while.”

Why is she asking about him? Is she a demon sent specifically to target him?

I couldn't feel confident about letting her stay. Was she actually an enemy sent to bring my brother down? If that was the case...

“Yes, I’ll just have to handle this myself.”

“Then I’ll cooperate too,” Alexia (the demon) said, playing along with my muttered vow.

I wasn't about to fall for such honeyed words. “No! This is my responsibility!”

“I understand. In that case, I shall support you when the time comes.”

And so, the ‘Miss Boobs (Alexia) Repulsion Plan’ was officially put into motion by myself and Alexia. Why the target of the operation was actually a member of the party remains an eternal mystery.
Ambush of the Double Digits

Thanks to the Beast King’s generosity, we had managed to secure a second carriage.

The first was occupied by the usual group—myself, Fee, Elu, and Luna—along with Emilina. Fritz took his place on the driver’s seat. The second carriage carried Lark and Gale, but rather than horses, it was decided that Ram would pull it.

No matter how you looked at it, the arrangement was poorly balanced, but there were deep-seated reasons for this lopsided distribution.

When I first boarded, Fee and Elu had followed me as a matter of course. I had expected that much, but for some reason, Luna had also latched onto me and refused to budge. Furthermore, since the number of people in our party capable of actually driving a carriage was limited, the duty inevitably fell to Fritz.

“Do you honestly intend to throw me into a cage alone with those beasts?” Emilina had asked, her voice trembling.

Left with no other choice, we squeezed her into our carriage as well. That left the self-proclaimed Single Digits alone in the second vehicle. Since there was a non-zero chance they might try to bolt if left to their own devices, we entrusted them to the one person they feared most: Ram.

“I’ll do my best to carry the food—I mean, the luggage, mee!”

Ram was clearly motivated, though she likely viewed the Ninth as nothing more than a mobile buffet. Then again, depending on the inflection, it almost sounded like she was referring to herself as the meal. Better not to comment on that, I thought, opting for the kinder path of silence.

“Well, it’s going to be a long haul,” I said. “Just do your best and don’t overdo it.”

To ensure we could keep pace with Ram’s speed, our own carriage was pulled by the Giant Doll Luna had summoned.

“I’m not losing to some overgrown puppet, mee!”

“Luna will win.”

I had no idea what kind of competition they were having, or why. 

“Just... drive safely, alright?”

“Leave it to me, mee! I’ll speed with maximum safety, mee!”

With that paradoxical declaration, Ram exploded into a dead sprint.

“I’m gonna die! I’m gonna dieeeee!” 

Lark’s scream echoed from inside the trailing carriage, but Ram ignored it entirely as she blurred into the distance.

“...Going,” Luna whispered.

At her command, our carriage lurched forward. The interior was relatively stable, but the scenery outside began to whip past at a terrifying velocity.



Inside the borders of the Empire, the Double Digits had been deployed to every conceivable entry point. Following the decree of the First Rank, they were on high alert, waiting for Yuri’s inevitable arrival.

Several of them had been stationed in Noblebark, the closest town to the Beast Kingdom’s border. However, the Double Digits were not exactly the type to follow orders with quiet obedience.

“Word is those brats the First Rank mentioned are passing through here soon,” one said.

“For real? I thought they said nobody knew which way they were coming from?”

“That’s why you’re stuck at Ninety-seventh Rank forever. You need to broaden your information gathering, moron.”

The Ninety-seventh Rank scowled at the rebuke. “Like you’re one to talk! You’re still only Ninety-first Rank. There isn’t that much of a gap between us!”

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. How naive. A six-rank difference is a chasm you’ll never cross.”

“Damn you... one of these days, I’m going to wipe that smirk off your face!”

As the Ninety-seventh Rank seethed, a High Ranker—the Eighty-first Rank—approached to join the conversation.

“You lot, are you keeping a proper watch?”

“Obviously. We’re doing enough work for you, too.”

“Cheeky as always. But I’ll allow it.” The Eighty-first Rank gave a predatory smile. “I hear these targets are the ones who took down the Single Digits.”

“W-Wait, really? If they’re that dangerous, shouldn’t we just stay out of their way?”

“No. The three of us are going to cooperate and take them down ourselves.”

“Impossible! No way! They beat the Ninth! We don't stand a chance!”

“If we fought them head-on? Certainly. But what if we lure them into dropping their guard? We could manage that, couldn't we?”

“I... I don't know...”

“Are you really going to throw away a chance to rocket up the rankings? These people beat a Single Digit. That means if we take them out, any one of us could realistically claim a spot in the Single Digits ourselves.”

“T-That... that does sound good. Fine! I’ll do it!” the Ninety-seventh Rank declared, his greed finally outweighing his fear.

The Ninety-first Rank gave a reluctant nod. “...Fine. I’ll provide the minimum amount of support necessary.”

For some reason, his Sixth Sense was screaming at him to stay as far away from this operation as possible. He decided he would stick strictly to a backup role.

“Coward. Fine then. We’ll get ready to bait them!”

“Haha! This is it. I can finally see myself as a High Ranker. I can’t wait.”

The two began their preparations in high spirits, moving to intercept Yuri’s party just outside the town limits.

“Ah, there! I see them!”

“Get into position. Remember, act like normal townspeople.”

“I know, I know.”

They watched as a carriage approached with incredible momentum. It was moving so fast it looked like it would flatten anyone in its path, but they assumed no one would actually enter a town at full tilt. Surely, the driver would slow down.

However—

“Wait... aren’t those guys part of the Double Digits?”

“Umu. It would appear so.”

The Empire’s scouts had failed to account for one thing: that two of the Single Digits were currently riding along as allies. Unaware of the trap, the giant, white, fluffy mass of wool barreling toward the town didn't slow down. It didn't even acknowledge the men. It simply consumed the Double Digits in its path, continuing its charge toward the gates without losing a fraction of its speed.

Seeing that they were about to plow straight through the town wall, I was forced to use my Earth Magic to bring the whole chaotic mess to a violent, grinding halt.
The Town of Noblebark

Despite the absurdity of Ram nearly plowing us headfirst into the city walls, we managed to reach our destination in one piece.

"Did you eat something strange on the way here?" I asked.

"I-I didn't eat anything, mee! It tasted vile, so I spat it out, mee!"

Wait, does she actually think spitting it out makes it safe?

I couldn't help but look at her with pure exasperation.

"Well, if you were grazing on the road, I guess you don't need dinner tonight."

"Th-That's cruel, mee! Are you trying to kill me, mee?"

"He has a point," Elu chimed in. "We don't need to worry about finding ingredients in a town like this. It would be a waste of a good meal."

"No matter how you look at it, you’re just eyeing me as the main course, mee!"

Having shrunk back down to her small form upon entering the city, Ram was currently fuming atop my head. Ignoring her antics, I turned my attention to Luna.

"We’ve officially entered the Empire now that we're in this town, right?"

"……Yes."

Luna nodded, though she scanned our surroundings with a hint of uncertainty. Perhaps she had never been to this specific town before.

Despite its proximity to the neighboring Beast Kingdom, the place wasn't bristling with excessive military fortifications. On the other hand, it wasn't a decaying ruin like the neglected frontier of the Kingdom of Inraku, either.

It was a fortified city, the entire perimeter enclosed by a City Wall, yet the gates stood wide open with a steady flow of foot traffic. The streets were meticulously paved with cobblestones, likely to accommodate heavy carriage traffic. While the buildings were clearly aged, their weathered, off-white facades seemed to whisper the long history of the town.

Just past the gate, a row of inns greeted travelers. Further in, shops and eateries lined the path. Following the road straight toward the intersection of the central main street, I spotted the Lord's Mansion. Clustered around it were various public institutions: the guardhouse, the soldiers' Training Grounds, the Mercenary Guild, and the commerce guild.

The layout was pragmatic, clearly prioritizing the convenience of merchants and visitors. By funneling the flow of guests into a single main artery, the authorities could easily spot anyone acting suspicious or moving off the beaten path.

"Fritz, we might be able to use this layout as a reference for our own territory," I noted.

"True. We’re focused on mercenaries for now, but a logical setup like this would keep people from getting lost. If I had to nitpick, I’d say it needs a few more taverns—"

"Emilina, what’s your take?" I interrupted.

"Considering the location of Alf Town, developing it into a Trading State seems like a wise path forward," she replied smoothly.

"It’s a city, not a state."

"Ah, quite right. For now."

Her words carried a heavy, suggestive weight. Perhaps she had caught wind of information regarding the Kingdom of Inraku making a massive pivot toward becoming a trade-centric nation.

She always had a habit of dodging the core of the matter. It was exactly why I couldn't shake the suspicion that she was actually a covert assassin sent by the state. She was a character from the Original Game, after all. If I let her get too close, it would be a one-way ticket to my own ruin.

She was highly competent, so the best move was to keep her at arm's length—maintaining a professional relationship while ensuring she had enough "good" things to report about me to her superiors.

"Fee, what do you think?"

"Hmm... Fee doesn't really know. I want to see where everyone lives, too."

By "everyone," she meant the common residents. I had been judging the town based on its main thoroughfare, but a city was defined by its people. To truly understand the place, I needed to see the residential districts.

"You’re right. I completely overlooked that. Thanks, Fee."

I patted her head in gratitude. She looked down happily, a soft red tint dusting her cheeks.

"Well then, let's—"

"We should probably present ourselves to the Lord first," Luna interrupted.

"I agree," Elu added. "Since you and I are here as representatives of the Beast King, a formal greeting to the Lord is a necessity."

Behind them, I could see Gale and Lark—the captured Single Digits—messing around with Ram.

"Take this, you stupid sheep ball! That's for earlier!"

"Yeah! I'm gonna kick this meat across the square!"

"S-Stop it, mee! Help me, mee!"

They were taking full advantage of Ram's miniaturized form, treating her like a soccer ball. I sighed. They were asking for it.

"That's it! I'm mad now, mee!"

Ram suddenly surged back to her full size and snapped her jaws, "eating" the two of them in one go. After a few seconds of muffled screaming and chewing, she spat them out with a wet thud.

"D-Dammit... we still can't beat her?"

"This lamb fairy is a monster..."

The two men lay on the ground, drenched in sheep drool and looking thoroughly defeated. Ram immediately shrank back down and puffed out her chest with a haughty air.

"If you've learned your lesson, stop treating me like an ingredient, mee!"

Is that even possible when you look exactly like a sheep? I wondered. Still, there was a strange sense of relief in seeing the two prisoners and the monster getting along so well.

"Fine. Let's go see when the Lord can receive us."

I doubted we’d get an audience the same day, which would give us a few days to scout the town. But as we approached the central main street on our way to the Lord's Mansion, a young man I didn't recognize suddenly dropped to one knee before us.

"Whoa!?"

"Luna-sama, Lark-sama, Gale-sama... thank you for making the long journey to this place."

Apparently, he had business with the Imperial faction of our group. I figured it had nothing to do with me and tried to keep walking, but Luna grabbed my sleeve and held fast.

"Stay. Please," she whispered.

"……Fine."

It seemed she wanted me to hear this. I stood my ground.

"And you are?" Luna asked.

"Forgive my late introduction. I am the Ninety-first Rank, Hugo. I have come to this town under the orders of a certain individual to search for a man named Yuri."

"Then your search is over," Luna said flatly. "Yuri is already head over heels for my charms."

"Don't go adding your own delusions to the facts! And Elu, Fee—stop glaring at me!"

The peaceful atmosphere evaporated instantly as the air around the girls turned sub-zero.

"I see," Hugo replied, his face a mask of professional neutrality. "Head over heels. I shall report exactly that to the personage in question."

"Mhm. Do that."

Hugo didn't even bother listening to my protest. The two of them had reached an accord without me, and just as quickly as he had appeared, the man named Hugo vanished into the crowd.
Margrave Noblebark

The atmosphere was thick with a tension I couldn’t quite name, but we managed to reach the Lord’s Mansion at last.

“I see. If you’re the head of a city, I suppose you need a place with this much breathing room.”

One look was enough to tell the place was massive, complete with a sprawling garden. Soldiers stood watch at the entrance gates, their eyes scanning every person who approached with practiced scrutiny. 

Still, the manor didn’t scream decadence. It felt less like a display of mindless luxury and more like a grand structure designed solely to project the authority of a Lord.

“You used to live in a tattered shack, Yuri-sama,” Fee remarked.

“Yeah. I have to admit, that place didn’t exactly scream ‘Lordship.’”

I shared a laugh with Fee as we reminisced. Though I say "the old days," it had really only been about a year ago.

“I’m interested in that house,” Elu chimed in. “Does it still exist?”

“It does. I’m currently using it for my research… well, as a library, really.”

I kept the fact that Magic Stones were rolling around every available inch of floor space a secret from Fee.

“I already tidied up those Magic Stones for you,” Fee said flatly.

My Secret Laboratory collapsed in a matter of seconds.

“How did you even know about that?!”

“I was following you.”

“Wait, what?!”

I racked my brain. I’d definitely gone to the lab alone, savored my private time with my experiments, and then crept back to my room to sleep without her noticing. Or so I’d thought. I had repeated that routine dozens of times.

…Wait.

“Don’t tell me… you were using Stealth at full power?”

I hadn’t been on guard against familiar presences within my own territory. Because of that, the thought of Fee—my greatest ally—acting as an adversary had never even crossed my mind.

“My skills improved because of it,” she added.

Was I supposed to be happy about that?

“If you knew, why didn’t you stop me?”

“You weren't draining your Magic Power like you used to. As long as you weren't doing anything dangerous, I decided to focus on being your guard.”

It seemed Fee had been worried about me wandering around alone, even within the safety of our lands.

“But you still need to properly put away those dangerous Magic Stones!”

Ah, so I was getting a lecture after all.

“My bad. I’ll do my best to fix the situation.”

“Um, shouldn’t we try talking to them now?” Elu urged, looking concerned.

Our bickering in front of the Lord’s gates had clearly drawn the suspicion of the guards; they were eyeing us with looks of pure doubt.

“Right. Let’s see what they have to say. No telling how long we’ll be waiting otherwise.”

I stepped forward and addressed the soldiers.

“Halt. This is the Lord’s manor.”

“Sorry to bother you. I’d like to speak with the Lord.”

“And who are you supposed to be?”

“Ah, right. I’m Yuri Lousouth, a representative of the Beast King and a Lord of a frontier region in the Kingdom of Inraku. This is my attendant, Fee, and my guard, Fritz. Then there’s Elu, daughter of the Beast King, and the Saint, Emilina. Oh, and Luna, the meat, and the entertainers.”

“I’m not meat, meh?!”

“We aren't entertainers either!”

The rest of the group started a ruckus, but with so many of them, I figured omitting the details was for the best. They’d just have to deal with it.

“The B-Beast King’s?! S-Sir, please wait a moment! I’ll go confirm this immediately!”

One of the soldiers scrambled inside the manor. He returned almost instantly.

“The Lord will see you. Please, follow me.”

I hadn’t expected them to escort us in right then and there. Masking my surprise, I followed the soldier inside.

◇　◆　◇

Despite being on the frontier, the peaceful nature of this city was due almost entirely to the personality of its ruler: Margrave Benno Noblebark.

Though he lacked any notable military record, he was an Imperial noble known for his defensive prowess—it was said that his mere presence could mitigate an invasion by fifty percent. In reality, however, that was simply because he was a timid man who preferred to settle matters through prior negotiation. By maintaining constant dialogue with neighboring countries, he had secured non-aggression pacts that allowed him to enjoy a hard-won peace.

So, when a group of unexpected visitors arrived out of the blue, Margrave Noblebark turned deathly pale.

A representative of the Beast King, the princess of the Beast Kingdom, and furthermore, Luna-sama—a member of the Single Digits (Ninth) and the Empire’s strongest individual military asset. It was unthinkable that such a high-profile group would visit Noblebark without a very specific, and likely terrifying, reason.

D-Did something happen? Is it the Beast Kingdom? Is it about the fruit we’ve been importing that’s making a killing in the Empire? Or is it about the Imperial equipment I’ve been selling back to the Beast Kingdom with a massive markup?

Margrave Noblebark’s background as a merchant colored every thought with the scent of a crooked deal gone wrong.

I-In any case, I can’t keep them waiting. I have to find a way to make them leave peacefully.

His fear was justified. For a puppet master like Luna, the Third Rank of the Single Digits (Ninth), wiping a city off the map would be as easy as snapping a twig. He couldn't allow everything he had built to be destroyed now.

“Prepare the finest tea and sweets! Do not let their plates stay empty for a second!”

Knowing he couldn't keep his guests waiting any longer, Margrave Noblebark tucked a certain item into his coat and hurried to the drawing room. 

When he arrived, he found a group of boys and girls who had already been shown inside. For a fleeting second, he almost sighed in relief at the sight of children—until he spotted the Third Rank, Luna, standing among them. His eyes then darted to the Sixth Rank, Gale, and the Ninth Rank, Lark.

Wait… nobody told me there were three of them!

His lip twitched. He fought to maintain his composure, forcing a smile onto his face as he reached into his coat to retrieve the item he’d hidden there.

“Would you… would you be willing to forgive me with this?”

Bowing his head low, he held out a bag stuffed to the bursting point with a mountain of Gold Coins.
A Bribe?

Being suddenly thrust a bag of Gold Coins left me reeling, unable to process the situation. 

"Um, what exactly is this?"

"Please, just accept it. Do not say another word," Margrave Noblebark replied, his head still pressed toward the floor.

It seemed as though this conversation wouldn't move an inch until I took the money.

"...Is it food-meee?"

If this looks like food to her, she needs a trip to an optometrist, I thought. Then again, nobody just hands over a fortune to a total stranger for no reason. 

Normally, the basics of hospitality dictated offering fine tea or a selection of sweets to a guest. That’s what I would have done.

However, a certain phrase from my previous life bubbled up in my memory: "Golden Confectionery." These Gold Coins might have been exactly that—a bribe. But no, I didn't possess that kind of political leverage. I was a mere Lord of a Frontier Region and the son of a noble.

In that case, the most likely explanation was that these were actually sweets crafted to look like the real thing.

As evidence, Ram hadn’t stopped drooling for several minutes. They must have possessed an incredibly delicious scent. How incompetent of me; I couldn't smell a thing. 

Then again, this was Ram. She was a creature who ate humans, so she would likely munch on real Gold Coins with just as much gusto. The evidence was thin at best.

Was it fake or real? 
What was his intent? 
Why was he giving this to me?

Thinking about it alone was getting me nowhere, so I leaned in to whisper to Emilina, who seemed far more accustomed to these sorts of high-society traps.

"Is this something I’m actually allowed to accept?"

"It’s difficult to say. Even I have never seen someone offer a gift so abruptly."

If even Emilina was seeing this for the first time, there was no way I could handle it "properly." I decided to simply follow my gut.

"I cannot accept this money."

"C-could it be that the amount was insufficient!?" Margrave Noblebark asked, his face turning a sickly shade of white. 

His reaction confirmed it: these were genuine Gold Coins.

"It’s not that. I simply have no reason to take your money."

"T-then... do you intend to declare war immediately!?"

The last of the life seemed to drain from the Margrave’s face.

"How did the conversation even jump to that? Are you currently at war with someone?"

A Margrave was a vital position, tasked with guarding the borders against foreign powers. Usually, only the most powerful and influential nobles were granted such a title. 

Leaving aside a place like the Alf Town I currently called home—a place discarded by the crown from the start—there was no reason for a hub of international trade like Noblebark to be involved in a conflict.

And yet, what was with this man? 

Margrave Noblebark’s attitude was pathetically weak. He didn't strike me as the "warrior-noble" type at all.

"No... for the time being, everyone has been quite temperate. We have been allowed to live in peace."

It was then that I finally understood the Wind of the situation. He thought we were an advance force intending to invade the city. 

Given that we were a Messenger from the Beast Kingdom, I suppose such suspicions were inevitable. If that was the case, his attempt to buy off the "messenger" early on made a twisted kind of sense. 

Still, making the other party suspicious from the get-go seemed like a terrible move.

"We didn't come here for anything like that, you know. We were just passing through and decided to stop by to offer our greetings."

"Nom nom... No good-meee."

While I was desperately trying to talk sense into the Margrave, Ram was busy eating something beside me. Had someone served her snacks without me noticing?

"Anyway, I cannot accept these Gold Coins... Wait."

Creating unnecessary favors or giving someone leverage over me was a recipe for disaster. I had been prepared to refuse him firmly, but the bag of Gold Coins had vanished into thin air.

Margrave Noblebark looked just as bewildered as I was.

"This thick Magic Power inside is just irresistible-meee."

At that point, the truth was obvious to everyone in the room.

"R-Ram! You ate the Gold Coins, didn't you!?"

"I-I have no idea what you’re talking about-meee."

Ram’s eyes darted frantically as she tried to whistle, failing miserably. Her guilt was written all over her face.

"I see. If that’s how you want to play it..."

"So you believe I didn’t do it-meee?"

"I’m docking your meals until you’ve paid back every cent of those coins."

"Pl-please, stop-meee! These taste terrible anyway, I’ll give them back-meee!"

With a wet gag, Ram began spitting out slobber-slicked Gold Coins. I lost track of the count, but it felt like she eventually returned the majority of the pile.

"Would you mind... checking the amount?" I asked.

"Ah... yes. No, I am sure the count is correct."

Unsurprisingly, Margrave Noblebark had no desire to touch coins covered in Ram’s saliva. He left them abandoned on the table as we continued.

"So... you truly have no intention of attacking?"

"None whatsoever."

The Margrave stared intensely at me for a long moment before letting out a massive, weary sigh. 

"I understand. In that case, will you at least accept this as a token of our friendship?"

He was still trying to force the money on me. Of course, I didn't want slobber-covered coins—nor did I want to accept a bribe for no reason—so I shook my head again.

"No. I will accept the sentiment of friendship, but not the gift. If I did, it would imply that our friendship is only worth as much as the money provided."

We locked eyes, both of us maintaining polite smiles. Eventually, Noblebark was the one to break.

"Very well. I shall set these Gold Coins aside for you, to be used whenever you might find yourself in need."

"I appreciate that."

"...Oh? Where is the bag that held the coins?"

Now that he mentioned it, Ram had spit out the coins, but I didn't see the cloth bag anywhere.

...No way.

I watched Ram, who was still moving her jaw as if savoring a delicious morsel, and I could do nothing but offer a bitter smile.
City Sightseeing

After Yuri and his companions departed, Margrave Noblebark stood paralyzed, staring at the gold coins left on the table.

“How did he realize it? No one has ever seen through it before.”

He had maintained a facade of weakness, backed by the gold coins he offered. Even if a visitor grew suspicious, their suspicion usually ended at the gold itself. Once people realize the coins are genuine, they generally react in one of two ways: they either take the money or they return it.

That was precisely why Margrave Noblebark had rigged the bag itself with a specific trick.

Specific Detection and Eavesdropping Magic.

He had concealed the magic circles for these spells within the bag's lining, using a matching thread color to ensure they remained inconspicuous. He had known the moment he laid eyes on them that Yuri’s group was dangerous. Thus, he had to ensure their movements were tracked as long as they remained within the Empire. 

That was one of the Margrave’s primary duties.

Most people wouldn't think twice about a simple bag. It was his ultimate opening move, allowing him to naturally harvest information from his opposition. It was thanks to this ruse that Margrave Noblebark had maintained the upper hand against every foreign envoy he had encountered.

Until now.

“Yuri Lousouth is a fearsome man. I must report this to the First Rank—to First-sama—immediately.”



The tedious discussion finally over, we returned to the inn. After binding Ram as punishment for her various misdeeds, I decided it was time to head out and see the sights... or at least, that was the plan.

“Yuri-sama, would it be alright if I took a little time for myself?”

It was rare for Fee to ask for a break. She was a chronic overworker, so her wanting to rest was a welcome change. I agreed instantly.

“Of course. You should use this as an opportunity to take more frequent rest—"

“Thank you,” Fee interrupted with a smile. “But I will only consider resting more once you start doing it yourself, Yuri-sama.”

I frowned. I felt like I was resting quite a lot lately. On days I designated as holidays, I spent the entire time devoted to Magic Tool Crafting, or I let someone drag me along to look at the scenery.

...Actually, that wasn't any different from my daily routine. Does that mean every day is a holiday?

“I am resting properly, you know?”

“It’s because you say things like that that I can’t even dream of resting,” Fee said with a heavy sigh. “But I’m glad you’re at least taking the time for some leisurely sightseeing since we’re in a foreign country. You should invite Fritz-san along.”

“True. It’s been a while since it was just the two of us. It might be good to walk around together.”

From Fee’s tone, I gathered the women already had plans to get together. Much like me, Fritz was the type to spend his free time swinging a sword, so dragging him out was probably for the best. I figured I could use the time to properly teach him how to relax.

“Haa... the only person who doesn't understand is the man himself,” Fee muttered. 

She seemed anxious about something, but she hurried off toward her meeting place, noting that she was on a schedule.

“Nothing for it, then. I suppose I’ll go find Fritz.”



Fee arrived at a light jog, sliding into the meeting spot just in time. She felt a pang of guilt for making Emilina, Elu, and Luna wait—all of whom held significantly higher social status than her—and she bowed deeply in apology.

“I’m so sorry for being late!”

“Don’t let it trouble you. It’s not even the scheduled time yet.”

“We simply arrived early,” the others added, their voices kind. None of them seemed the least bit bothered by her tardiness.

“More importantly,” Emilina asked, “were you able to successfully slip away from Yuri-sama?”

“Yes. He said he was going sightseeing in the city with Fritz.”

“I... would actually like to see that,” Elu murmured, her face flushing as she rested a hand against her cheek.

“We can check on them later. For now, let us settle our most pressing business.” Emilina clapped her hands together to command the group’s attention.

“...Is a birthday celebration really necessary?” Luna asked.

“It is a matter of the utmost importance, Luna-san,” Elu replied, her expression twisting with regret. “If we were in the Beast Kingdom, I would have rented out the entire castle for a grand gala.”

They had only recently discovered that Yuri had turned eleven. It had come up almost by accident when Fee mentioned it during a conversation in the Girls' Room at the inn.

“As his fiancée, I cannot possibly give him something mediocre!” Elu declared.

“And I shall provide my full cooperation,” Emilina said with a serene smile. “After all, strengthening the bond between you two so that you may produce an heir as soon as possible is in everyone's best interest.”

In Emilina’s eyes, the birth and stabilization of a nation where all races could coexist was her ultimate goal. Despite her tireless work behind the scenes, Yuri was far too dense to notice her machinations. But her efforts were finally bearing fruit; she had managed to steer things toward an official engagement with Elu.

As a Multi-race State, the union between Yuri, a Human, and Elu of the Beastman Race, carried immense political weight. The only remaining wild card was how Marina would react once she returned from the Holy Principality of Ames.

Furthermore, Luna’s presence in the Empire was a massive asset. Not only was she a powerhouse known as the Empire's Third, but Emilina suspected she was an Imperial noble—likely a high-ranking one—despite her attempts to hide it. It was also becoming increasingly clear that Luna was developing feelings for Yuri.

If that was the case, it would be wise to bring her fully into the fold. A nation tied to the Beast Kingdom, the Empire, and the Holy Principality of Ames would be untouchable by outside powers.

Now, if only Yuri would actually cooperate with the mood...

“He really is my greatest enemy,” Emilina whispered to herself, clutching her head as a fresh headache began to bloom.
Searching for a Present

Fee and the others spent the better part of the day scouring the city, desperate to find the perfect birthday gift for Yuri.

"I wonder what Yuri-sama actually wants?" Elu mused, her brow furrowed in thought.

"…He’s always fiddling with Magic Stones," Fee offered.

"Would jewelry be the right choice then?" 

"Maybe, but he usually just ends up leaving them scattered across the floor."

Fee’s answer only deepened the mystery. The more they discussed it, the further they seemed from a solution.

"Should we just go hunt a Monster and bring him the Magic Stone?" Emilina suggested, though she looked hesitant even as she said it.

"Yuri-sama wouldn't be happy with that," Fee replied firmly.

"True. He doesn't say it often, but he's always worrying about our safety."

"…I can feel Yuri's Magic Power," Luna interjected.

As the most powerful member of the group, Luna was the only one to notice the faint traces of Magic Power Residue Yuri had surreptitiously attached to them.

"H-He noticed? Does he know what we’re up to!?" Elu squeaked, panic rising in her voice.

"…No, we’re fine. It feels like a ward—something to protect us from a sudden Attack."

The three girls let out a collective sigh of relief, though the realization didn't help their current predicament.

"Even so, this doesn't tell us what Yuri-sama actually wants."

"W-Well, why don’t we just look around? We might see something that clicks," Emilina suggested.

"That’s a good idea!"

Unable to reach a consensus, the four of them began wandering the city streets, hoping for inspiration.



Their first stop was a High-Class Jewelry Store, a place primarily patronized by the nobility. Given that Magic Stones had been the only lead they had, it was a logical starting point.

"Welcome, young ladies. How may I be of service today?"

The clerk approached them with a practiced, sycophantic smile. Luna didn't waste any time on pleasantries.

"What’s the best item you have?"

"The best? My lady, every piece in our collection is a first-rate masterpiece. It would be no exaggeration to say they are all 'the best' in their own right."

"Spare me the sales pitch. Which one is the most expensive?"

The clerk stammered, visibly taken aback by Luna’s blunt, almost haughty demeanor. Emilina lunged forward, frantically clamping a hand over Luna’s mouth.

"It’s not about the price! We’re looking for something that would suit Yuri-sama!"

"Right. That. Which one would look good on him?" Luna asked, once she was released.

The clerk offered a strained smile. He had no idea who Yuri was, making the question impossible to answer. 

"And who, if I may ask, is this Yuri-sama?"

"Elu’s fiancé," Luna stated flatly.

Elu’s entire face turned a brilliant shade of crimson at the declaration.

"I see... a gentleman, then. In that case, might I suggest this?"

The clerk presented a necklace adorned with two small gems: one red, one blue.

"This is..."

"A Pair Necklace. I thought that, as fiancés, you might enjoy wearing matching pieces."

"I'll take it!" Elu blurted out instantly.

Emilina grabbed her arm before she could reach for her purse. "Wait! You can't just say 'yes' before you even hear the price!"

"But it looks like it would suit him so well!"

"That's not the point. Look at the craftsmanship—that’s clearly not something a child should be buying."

"Money isn't an issue. My father gave me plenty to make sure I was taken care of."

Elu pulled open a heavy pouch, revealing a hoard of Gold Coins. Emilina caught the unmistakable glint of several Platinum Coins mixed in as well. She immediately began scanning the shop nervously, checking for eavesdroppers.

"You can't just flash that kind of money around!"

"It’s fine. I only showed it because it’s you, Emilina-sama." Elu teased, sticking her tongue out playfully.

"Regardless, ask about the price first. Then we decide."

"Fine, fine. I'll ask."

Their huddle broken, Elu turned back to the waiting clerk.

"Are we finished with our private consultation?" the clerk asked smoothly.

"Yes. About that necklace—how much are we talking about?"

"These gems are exceptionally rare, so the price is a bit steep. However, I can offer a small professional discount. Shall we say... five Platinum Coins?"

Emilina felt the world tilt. Her head spun. A single Platinum Coin was worth a hundred Gold Coins—a denomination an average person would never even lay eyes on in their entire life. And he wanted five. It was an astronomical, impossible sum.

But Elu didn't even flinch.

"I understand. Five Platinum Coins, then. Please hold on a sec—"

Emilina stepped in yet again, stopping Elu before she could finalize the transaction.

"Yuri-sama wouldn't be happy with something that expensive."

"H-He wouldn't?"

"Think about how he lives back in our territory. He lives a life almost entirely detached from material wealth. He doesn't care about luxury."

It was true. Yuri rarely carried anything of significant monetary value. High-priced trinkets seemed to be the last thing on his mind. Realizing her mistake, Elu bowed deeply to the clerk.

"I'm so sorry. Could you show us something else, please?"

Both Emilina and the clerk looked relieved. The clerk had likely anticipated the rejection and had already prepared a fallback. As expected, he returned moments later with a far more modest Pair Necklace, priced at a very reasonable two Silver Coins.



While Fee and the others were out gift hunting, I had finally linked up with Fritz. To my surprise, Lark and Gale were trailing behind him.

"What are you two doing here?" I asked.

"What does it look like? We were just heading to the Mercenary Guild to earn some keep," Lark replied, Gale nodding in gruff agreement.

"And I assume Fritz was planning the same?"

"I'm a Mercenary too, remember?" Fritz said with a shrug. "I figured I’d take on a simple request or two. Can't let my skills get rusty."

"I see. In that case, do you mind if I tag along?"

I had never actually set foot inside a Mercenary Guild before. Since I employed a significant number of mercenaries back in my territory, I figured it was only pragmatic to see their "office" for myself. Knowledge of their working conditions couldn't hurt.

"Well, if you're okay with it, Yuri, I've got no complaints," Fritz said.

And so, for the first time, I made my way toward the Mercenary Guild.
The First Request

The Mercenary Guild was exactly as I had imagined it would be.

The air was thick and stifling, carrying a funk reminiscent of a school sports club’s locker room. They must camp out for days without bathing for work, so I suppose it’s only natural, but the lack of hygiene is appalling.

“There it is. That’s the smell. Takes me back,” Fritz said, taking a deep, appreciative breath for reasons beyond my comprehension.

I, on the other hand, wanted to leave as soon as possible.

Yet, I seemed to be the only one grimacing. Everyone else acted as if the atmosphere were perfectly normal. It wasn’t just the smell that bothered me; discarded clothes and armor were strewn across the floor, dust bunnies had colonised the corners of the room, and empty liquor bottles rolled across the tables. 

One might call it "rugged," but to me, it was simply slovenly.

Doesn't anyone clean this place? A guild receptionist, perhaps?

Usually, these stories featured a beautiful girl behind the counter—someone who might take pride in the workspace. I glanced toward the counter where requests were handled.

Naturally, there was no beautiful girl. In fact, there wasn't anyone there at all.

“Um, where are we supposed to take the requests?” I asked.

“See the bulletin board? You just grab a sheet and bring it over. Though, this late in the day, I doubt there’s anything decent left.”

He was right. The papers pinned to the board looked so ancient I could only assume they’d been ignored for months.

“There really isn't much here,” I noted.

“That’s why everyone is loitering. They’re waiting for new ones to be posted.”

So they aren't just idling; they’re camping the board.

As the thought crossed my mind, a woman who appeared to be a receptionist emerged from the back with a single sheet of paper. I didn't miss the way her face twisted in a brief, subtle scowl as she surveyed the room.

“Seriously, wouldn't it be better if you just cleaned this place up?” I asked.

“Don’t make it sound so easy,” Fritz countered. “This is years of accumulated filth. It’s not going to just—”

While Fritz was mid-sentence, I aimed my palm at the nearest patch of grime and unleashed a high-pressure blast of Water Magic. The filth was stripped away in a heartbeat, revealing the original surface. 

Of course, drenching a wooden building isn't ideal. I immediately followed up with Fire Magic, flash-drying the area.

“Well, that’s a start, isn't it?”

“You really have a knack for using magic for the most mundane tasks, Yuri,” Fritz said with a sigh.

“It’s a tool. Might as well use it for something productive, right?”

“Fair point.”

As Fritz and I shared a laugh, the receptionist approached us. 

“Um... excuse me, who are you?” she asked.

“I’m Yuri. I’m just here with Fritz.”

“P-please! Would you be willing to accept a Nomination Request from me?!” she pleaded, grabbing my hands and looking up at me with watery eyes.

If I were a man starved for female attention, that look probably would have finished me. Unfortunately for her, I was currently a child. I wasn't about to be swayed by a practiced pout.

“Hey, look at that. Is she giving that kid a Nomination Request from Mari-chan?”

“Damn it... I’ve never even had one from her...”

“Isn't he just an E-Rank? Wait, is he even a Mercenary?”

“Hold on—isn't that the Dragon Slayer who became famous in the neighboring Kingdom of Inraku?”

“Are you serious?! That kid is a Dragon Slayer?!”

The Mercenaries were whispering, but their voices carried quite clearly. This is awkward. The Dragon Slayer they’re looking for is Fritz, not me.

“I’m not actually a Mercenary,” I told her.

“I don’t care! It has to be you! You’re the only one!”

The phrasing made it sound like a marriage proposal. I wasn't the type to misunderstand the situation, but I couldn't say the same for our audience. I could practically see the other Mercenaries clenching their fists, weeping metaphorical tears of blood. The air grew heavy with a sudden, sharp prickle of bloodlust.

Fortunately, with the receptionist standing right in front of me, no one was stupid enough to actually charge.

“Look, I’ll listen to the details, but I can’t promise I’ll do it.”

“That’s all I ask! I want you to clean this Mercenary Guild! Please, I’m begging you.”

“Ah...”

I suppose I can’t blame her. If the mess bothered me this much as a visitor, it must be hell for someone working here every day. Not to mention the very real risk of some plague breaking out in these conditions.

“If I do this, I’m going to be thorough. Is that okay?”

A half-hearted job would just result in it getting dirty again within a week. If I was going to do it, I had to treat it like a total rebirth.

“I-is that alright? Oh, but a request of that scale... the costs might be...”

“In that case, you may use the guild's funds.”

A slender man wearing glasses stepped out from the back office.

“Master?! Are you sure?”

“Of course. Even I find the current state of affairs unbearable. If it can be improved, I won't pinch pennies. I’m counting on you, young man.”

Since I now had the official request from the Master of the Mercenary Guild himself, there was no turning back.

“Understood. I accept the Grand Renovation of the Mercenary Guild.”

“...Yuri, weren't you supposed to be on vacation?” Fritz asked with a wry smile. “Fee is going to scold you again.”

I didn't answer. My mind was already racing, calculating exactly how I was going to tear this place down and build it back up again.
The Grand Clean-up

With the approval of both the receptionist and the Guild Master, I set to work immediately on the guild's massive overhaul.

"Alright, move it, move it! We’re closed for a temporary hiatus today. If you’re here to report a completion, we'll take it outside!"

While the receptionist busied herself "cleaning out" the rowdy Mercenaries still lingering in the hall, we were given a tour of the facility.

Beyond the Grand Hall where the reception desk sat, there were rooms for the staff, the Guild Master’s private office, a Reference Room, a warehouse, a Dismantling Area, and a kitchen. Further back lay the Break Room and the toilets.

The Guild Master’s quarters and the staff rooms showed some evidence of a half-hearted attempt at tidying, but as for the rest... calling it "filthy" would have been a kindness.

"I know exactly what you’re thinking," the Guild Master said, his voice trailing off as he stared into the distance. "It was even worse when we first arrived. We managed to make it just barely habitable, but..."

He looked like a man haunted by the memory of what he’d found here. It must have been a grueling ordeal.

"I understand," I said. "For now, could you focus on tidying the documents? I assume there’s confidential information involved."

Since this wasn't an area where Mercenaries were usually allowed, documents were piled up in a dangerously haphazard fashion.

"You're right. Elie-kun and I will handle the filing."

I assume Elie is the receptionist?

"That’s for the best. Fritz, once the Mercenaries are cleared out, start hauling the furniture outside."

"Right. Leave the heavy lifting to me."

"Also, we’ll likely need to rebuild some of these pieces. Bring an axe and a saw as well."

"Got it. I'll make sure not to use them on the wrong thing by mistake."

It was a valid concern. The tools we used back home were fitted with Magic Stones and enchanted. Their primary strength was their efficiency—even children could use them to fell trees or cut timber with terrifying ease.

"Hey, what about us? What should we do?"

For some reason, Lark was looking uncharacteristically motivated. 

To be honest, I had no idea what to do with him. I barely knew what he was actually capable of. I knew he was a self-proclaimed member of the Single Digits—specifically the Ninth—and an Entertainer who served as the "funny man" of his group, specializing in physical comedy.

"Let’s see... can you keep the Mercenaries in check? Some of them are going to get violent when they realize they can't get inside."

Fritz was relatively mild-mannered, but these were Mercenaries who lived on a knife's edge. Their tempers were short, and their tongues were sharp. I didn't think they'd actually throw a punch, but still.

"If they get rowdy, just distract them with one of your specialty one-liner jokes."

"Wait a minute! Why are you assuming I’m going to do a one-liner?! Do you honestly think I’m capable of something like that?!"

Ah, did I say that out loud? "Well, it’ll be fine if you just get eaten like usual. That should attract plenty of attention, right?"

"You make it sound like I'm constantly being devoured!"

"Ah, right. Ram isn't here today. My mistake. Just... try to think of a new routine."

"Then there is me," the old man added. "If anything, I excel at cutting things."

"In that case, I’ll have Fritz bring some timber later. Can you handle the furniture construction?"

"Consider it done! Leave it to me."

"Hey! If it’s cutting wood, I’m your man!" Lark shouted, desperate to escape his comedy career. "That's way better than a one-liner!"

"Is it?" 

I looked at Lark’s somewhat slender frame and tried to imagine him as a woodsman. ...Actually, it might suit him. If he had Ram by his side, he looked like he’d be right at home pioneering some untamed mountain.

"Fair enough. Lark, I’m putting you in charge of the axe... and Ram."

"You got it! Wait—I don’t need that Cotton Candy Devil!"

Lark went sprinting after Fritz, shouting protests.

As for me, I needed to start where the crowds weren't. I turned my attention toward the empty Break Room and the toilets. It was time to begin the real work.

◇　◆　◇

Elu wore a satisfied smile, her fingers brushing the cheap Pair Necklace she had just purchased.

"Where to next?"

"Where do you want to go, Luna-chan?"

"……Over there."

Luna pointed toward a stall selling equipment—weapons and armor intended for the local Mercenaries.

"That makes sense," Fee noted. "Lord Yuri manages a territory now; he’ll need supplies."

"But I’ve rarely seen Lord Yuri actually carry a weapon," Elu remarked.

Yuri tended to handle problems by making efficient use of whatever happened to be within reach. 

"If he doesn't have one, then it’s the perfect gift," Luna said firmly. "Lord Yuri is a Mage. We should find him a staff."

The image of Yuri looking pleased with such a gift flashed through Fee's mind. She felt a sharp pang of frustration that Luna had been the one to think of it first.

They marched straight to a weapons shop, where Luna walked up to the clerk without a moment's hesitation.

"I want the highest-performing staff in this shop."

"W-Wait a minute!" 

Emilina lunged forward, clapping a hand over Luna’s mouth.

"Hold on! Do you have any idea how much a high-spec staff costs?"

"I have plenty of money. It is not a problem."

Luna had been the third seat of the Single Digits—the Ninth—within the Empire. She was one of the most powerful people in the world. Since she rarely spent a coin on herself, her personal coffers were likely overflowing.

Still...

"If you buy something too expensive, Lord Yuri will just feel burdened by the debt," Emilina warned.

"……Really?"

"Yes, really."

"I understand."

Luna seemed to take the advice to heart. She turned back to the clerk.

"I will pay you the full amount," Luna said. "But you must lower the price tag on the staff so he doesn't know."

Clearly, Luna didn't understand the concept at all.
Fee’s Present

Luna bought the staff then and there.

The sticker price was a single Platinum Coin, but she struck a deal—or rather, a deception. She handed over the Platinum Coin but insisted the shopkeeper record it as a mere Silver Coin.

“Um, what’s going on?” Fee asked, looking up at Emilina. The logic of the transaction escaped her entirely.

“It might be a little early for you to understand, Fee-chan,” Emilina replied with a knowing look. “That is what we call the ‘adult world.’”

“I don’t get it at all.”

Fee tilted her head, her expression a mask of pure bewilderment. Beside her, Luna clutched the staff to her chest, looking far too pleased with herself.

“Now, we still need to decide on a present from the two of us,” Emilina said. “What do you think, Fee-chan? What would you like to give him?”

“...Maybe some Cooking?”

“Oh, that’s a lovely idea. Shall we make something together, then?”

Emilina’s smile was radiant.

“That sounds perfect,” I heard—or rather, imagined—them saying. “I’ll help too,” Luna added.

“...I’ll be the taste-tester,” Fee decided.

“Well then, let’s go find some ingredients.”

And so, the entire female contingent of our group was swept up in a plan to prepare a birthday feast.

◇　◆　◇

I had initially ducked into the Break Room to kill time while Fritz finished hauling the furniture, but I fell into a trance of productivity. By the time I snapped out of it, the smells and grime were the least of the changes. I had gone ahead and installed every Magic Tool I thought might be useful.

The Break Room was now pristine, without a single speck of dust. I’d mounted an Air Conditioning Magic Tool capable of both heating and cooling, and for good measure, I’d deployed a Prototype Vacuum Cleaner designed to roam the floors automatically.

Actually, I built that vacuum on a whim. I have no idea if the logic circuits will hold up or if it’ll just end up crashing into the walls.

I’d have to give the Guild Master and Elie a fair warning about that later.

Next, I tackled the toilet. I’d converted the primitive vault-style latrine into a modern flush-style system. The problem was that this city lacked a proper water supply and Sewerage. Disposal was a nightmare.

Naturally, the solution was more Magic Tools.

Generating Water was easy enough. The real challenge was purifying the waste. A device utilizing Light Magic would solve the problem, but unfortunately, I lacked the aptitude for it. I usually had Emilina infuse Magic Power into stones for me, but my current stock was low. It’s a bit of a waste to use them here, I thought, but Emilina is traveling with us anyway. I can just have her charge more Light-attributed Magic Stones later.

To ensure a powerful flush, I combined Wind and Water magic. By layering in Light Magic Power, the system could handle purification, deodorization, and cleaning in a single, violent burst. Once the commode was functional, I added a Hand-washing Magic Tool to the suite.

I scrubbed the dull stains from the walls and floors until they gleamed, then placed a vase filled with flowers the color of osmanthus to brighten the space. The dim atmosphere was easily fixed by placing Light-attributed Magic Stones in the ceiling. The result was a restroom that wouldn't look out of place in my old world.

I even added a Washlet effect, though that might have been overkill.

By the time Fritz and the others returned, I had finished two rooms to my satisfaction. But a clean bathroom didn't solve the core issue: the "mercenary smell." In my own territory, the Grand Bath kept the odor of a hundred warriors at bay. Here, the air was still heavy.

Maybe a Shower Room?

No, that would be too slow. I couldn't picture a line of impatient Mercenaries waiting for their turn in a cramped stall. They needed volume. They needed a Grand Bath.

“...I’ll just build one,” I muttered.

But first, I needed permission. I turned and headed for the Guild Master’s office.

◇　◇　◇

Assuming she was still knee-deep in sensitive documents, I gave the door a sharp, professional knock.

“Who is it?” a voice called out.

“It’s Yuri. I have a proposal. May I come in?”

“Yes, please.”

I entered and found that the documents weren't just unorganized—they were in worse shape than when I’d left. The desk was buried, and the floor was disappearing.

“I-I’m sorry,” she stammered, looking sheepish. “I’ve never been very good at this sort of thing.”

“I see. I can help you gather them, at least.”

I flicked my wrist, using Wind Magic to whip the scattered papers off the floor and stack them neatly on her desk in a single second.

“What incredible power,” she sighed. “I wish I had a talent like that.”

“This is just Beginner Magic. It barely uses any Magic Power. As long as you have the Wind Aptitude, anyone can do it.”

“Ahaha... my Magic Power Manipulation is a disaster. I’d probably just create a localized tornado and make the mess worse.”

I remember having trouble with fine control in the beginning, too, I thought. Now, it feels as natural as moving my own limbs.

“So,” she said, straightening a stack of papers. “What did you need?”

“Right. As part of the renovation, I’d like to add an extension to the building. Would that be alright?”

“An extension? We don't exactly have the land for it.”

“I know. That’s why I want to use the Basement.”

She paused, considering. “...As long as you don't compromise the structural integrity of the guild, I don’t mind.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it.”

Perfect. I have her word now. She can’t complain no matter what I build down there.

“The cleaning... I know it’s a massive undertaking,” she said, her voice soft. “I’m counting on you.”

“Don’t worry. I’m actually having a lot of fun.”

I gave her a smile and let myself out.

◇　◇　◇

I’d originally planned to put the Grand Bath near the Break Room, but for the sake of the Mercenaries, it needed to be accessible. I decided to put the main entrance in the Grand Hall.

Regardless of the entrance, the first step was excavating the Basement. I used my specialty, Earth Magic, to reinforce the foundation with thick, sturdy walls before carving out the male and female sections of the Grand Bath and their respective Dressing Rooms.

While I was at it, I added a Staff Bath with a private entrance near the Break Room.

Drainage was handled by Magic Stones. Since I was also using them to flash-heat the water, my inventory was disappearing at an alarming rate.

I’ll have to see if the Guild Master will let me have some more Magic Stones, I thought as I installed a row of showers.

After adding a toilet near the dressing area and a staircase leading back up to the Grand Hall, the Grand Bath was complete.

When I climbed back up, I found Fritz and Lark standing in the middle of the hall, their jaws practically hitting the floor.

“Yuri... what the hell were you doing down there?” Fritz asked.

“Just putting in a Grand Bath. Nothing major.”

“...If that isn’t ‘major,’ then I’m terrified to know what is.”

“It’s standard procedure back in my territory,” I argued.

“That’s because it was your territory! You’re in someone else’s guild! In another country! If you do things like this here...”

“What? What would happen?”

Fritz looked me dead in the eye, his expression grim. “There will be a war, Yuri. People will fight wars over the things you make.”

That seems like a massive exaggeration.

I was just using a few Magic Tools. Noble estates had baths. My toilets were just slightly more advanced versions of what already existed. And the automatic vacuum...

Okay, maybe they haven’t seen a vacuum before.

“Tell me the truth,” Fritz groaned. “Did you make anything else ‘weird’ besides the bath?”

“I-I-I haven't made a thing.”

“You definitely made something. Where is it?”

Fritz hounded me until I showed him my handiwork. He let out a sigh so heavy it seemed to rattle his bones.

“God... you really are hopeless without Fee around to watch you. You’re a hazard when you run wild.”

Fritz didn't even argue. He simply told me to decommission the Autonomous Vacuum Cleaner immediately and take it away.
Guild Renovation

Because Fritz had warned me, I wasn’t allowed to do much in the way of renovation. He’d restricted me to a simple cleaning, permitting me to do little more than scrub away layers of grime.

In a small act of defiance, I’d managed to negotiate the installation of air conditioning. I’d argued that such systems were already becoming common in the Holy Principality of Ames, and since the building was almost entirely devoid of windows, I’d finally convinced him to let me install a few Ventilation Magic Stones.

Somehow, just making the place clean feels boring.

“…You’re the one who took the job, aren’t you?” Fritz muttered, sensing my restlessness. “Regardless, I’m heading out to fetch the timber for the furniture. Whatever you do, Yuri, don’t do anything extra. If you try anything clever while I’m gone—”

Fritz fixed me with a sharp, piercing gaze.

Do I really have that little of his trust? As far as I’m concerned, I haven’t done anything even remotely criminal.

“Leave it to me,” I replied. “I’ll just do what needs to be done.”

“...I’m telling Fee about this later,” he said, leaning in close to emphasize the threat.

“It’s fine. There isn’t even much left to clean, is there?”

The only areas remaining were the Grand Hall, the warehouse, the Dismantling Area, and the private quarters for the Guild Master and staff. At most, I’d just add a Refrigeration Function to the warehouse and tweak the layout so materials could be brought directly into the Dismantling Area from outside. 

The real renovation would begin once the furniture was ready. However, Fritz would likely be watching me like a hawk then, making it impossible to build anything substantial.

I suppose it can’t be helped. I’ll finish the rest of the modifications after I return to my own territory.

I watched Fritz depart, then turned my attention back to the Grand Hall to begin the tedious process of scrubbing away the caked-on filth.



I had finally finished the Grand Hall and was taking a well-earned breather when the doors suddenly slammed open. A Mercenary practically stumbled inside.

“Why the hell is the guild closed today?! Get the Guild Master out here, now!”

“Did something happen?” I asked, stepping forward since I was the only one there.

“Hah? Who the hell is this brat—”

“I’m the one the Guild Master and Elie entrusted with the cleaning of this Mercenary Guild.”

“S-so that’s why the place is empty? No, there’s no time for this. Get the Guild Master! Fast!”

“Did someone call for me?”

The Guild Master appeared from the back offices. The Mercenary looked visibly relieved to see him, though his voice remained a frantic shout.

“Master, it’s a disaster! A swarm of Dragons is attacking!”

“W-what did you say? Forgive me, Yuri-san. This is a true emergency. I must excuse myself immediately.”

The Guild Master rushed out of the Grand Hall in a frantic panic.

Dragons, huh? If they’re the ones local to this area, they’re different from Earth Dragons. That means they should yield a variety of excellent materials. And those Magic Stones should be massive…

Huge Magic Stones were essential for the development of my territory. If I got my hands on them, I might finally be able to build that. Besides, Dragon hide made for excellent armor, their claws and fangs were perfect for weapons, and their Meat was a rare delicacy. They were a literal treasure trove of materials.

The only real downsides were their rarity and their relative strength. But a swarm of them? That was nothing short of an all-you-can-eat Dragon buffet.

Naturally, they were no match for me now that my Level had increased so much. They wouldn't be a problem for Fritz or Fee, either. Other people might struggle a bit, but for us, they were well within the realm of manageable prey.

“Right. Cleaning is officially suspended,” I decided. “I can’t afford to miss a festival like this.”

I immediately took off, chasing after the Guild Master.



Fritz and Lark had reached a nearby forest to gather timber. An axe, embedded with a Magic Stone, rested casually on Fritz’s shoulder.

“How much are we actually carrying back?” Lark asked. “We didn’t even bring a carriage.”

“Ten logs should be enough to start with, don’t you think?” Fritz replied.

“Ten logs?! How many trips do you plan on making?!”

“Maybe three?”

“That’s impossible! Where on earth is there a man who can carry a whole log by himself?!” Lark’s voice was rising in disbelief.

“It’s not that hard,” Fritz said. He stepped up to a nearby tree, felled it with a casual swing, and shouldered the massive trunk. “Huh. Did it get lighter again? I might be able to manage four of these at once.”

“No, no, no! How are you holding that so easily?! It makes no sense! And that axe—was that a shockwave that just flew out of it?!”

“It’s more efficient this way. You can clear a lot of trees at once, right?”

“That is not the point…” Lark groaned, clutching his head.

He had thought that only Yuri and that White Devil were freaks who ignored the laws of common sense. He hadn’t expected a hidden monster to be lurking right here. 

Wait, wasn’t Fritz called the Dragon Slayer? I suppose with this kind of strength, that title actually makes sense.

“Fine,” Lark sighed. “I’ll do the cutting, and you do the hauling. How’s that?”

“Sure, I don’t mind.” Fritz handed the axe to Lark. 

Lark expected the tool to be incredibly heavy given the power it had displayed, but when his hand closed around the grip, it felt almost weightless.

“This is a magnificent axe.”

“It’s just iron,” Fritz replied.

“...Iron?”

Lark assumed he must have misheard. The metal had a dull, dark gray sheen, but surely it was made of something far more expensive, like Mithril or Magic Iron. It couldn't possibly be that sharp otherwise. He decided to leave it at that.

“Back in the day, I only had stone tools,” Fritz remarked. “Felling a tree was a real nightmare.”

It seemed even Fritz had known hardship. Lark, being of minor noble birth, had never lacked for money and found such experiences foreign.

“If my hand slipped, I’d accidentally slice through the surrounding trees and even the Monsters nearby. Ahahaha…”

No, that’s not an experience people have regardless of how much money they have! Lark screamed internally. He was once again struck by Fritz’s sheer inhumanity. Perhaps joining up with Yuri’s group had been the smartest move he’d ever made.

“Well, I certainly can’t chop a tree down in a single blow like you do,” Lark said, bracing himself. He took a deep breath and swung the axe with every ounce of his strength.

“W-wait! You should start with a small swing—”

Fritz’s warning came too late. Lark’s full-power strike released a crescent of force twice as large as the one Fritz had produced. It tore through a row of trees and continued upward, slicing through several long-necked birds soaring in the distant sky.

“...What?!”

“I told you,” Fritz sighed. “Start with a small swing.”

“No, no, no! That power is insane!”

“It’s one of Yuri’s weapons,” Fritz said, his eyes turning distant. “This much is normal.”

Lark felt a surge of sympathy. He could see that Fritz had spent a long time being the one asking the questions.

But in that moment, a wave of agony washed over Lark, so intense he could barely stay on his feet. It felt as if raw electricity was surging through his veins.

“W-why am I experiencing Rapid Growth?!”

It was a sensation he had felt only once before, after he had managed to kill a high-ranking Monster on his own. But he had only just cut a tree.

Could this axe… possess the power to grant experience just by being swung?
Where Are the Dragons?

Fritz hoisted the log onto his shoulder, ignoring Lark, who lay paralyzed on the forest floor by Growing Pains.

“I’m heading back with this one first, alright?”

“W-wait a second. If something attacks me while I’m like this…”

“You’re one of the Empire’s Ninth,” Fritz countered. “Even if you get jumped this close to town, you should be able to handle it easily enough, right?”

“No, no, I’m telling you, I’m a total wreck right now—”

Fritz didn’t wait for him to finish. He turned and marched off, log in tow.

Left alone, Lark remained sprawled out in the dirt, abandoned. Fortunately, the agony soon began to recede.

“Hup…”

He pulled himself up, checking his joints before retrieving the axe still lying in the grass. 

I see. An axe that raises your Level just by swinging it. I don't understand the mechanics, but Yuri and the others' absurd strength starts to make sense now. Wait… does that apply to that Cotton Ball, too?

Now that he thought about it, that creature possessed a level of power that was impossible for a mere animal. But if it could trigger a Level up significant enough to cause Growing Pains in an instant, then its strength was logical.

If I keep swinging this, I might eventually reach the First Rank myself.

Reinvigorated, Lark resumed his work. He unleashed one vacuum slash after another, felling trees in rapid succession. The problem was that his strikes flew far too deep into the woods, inadvertently slaughtering distant birds as they passed—but he was too focused to notice.

◇　◆　◇

I had arrived at the site where the Guild Master claimed to have seen the creatures, but…

“I’m not picking up any Dragon-class signatures.”

I suppose a mountain of treasure—a Dragon Swarm—wasn't going to be dropped into my lap that easily. While the Guild Master remained hunched over in a state of high alert, I had completely lost interest.

That was when I spotted Fritz lugging a log toward us.

“Yuri? What are you doing out here?”

“What do you mean? I heard there were Dragons in the area, so I came to investigate.”

“Dragons…” 

The image of an Earth Dragon clearly flickered through Fritz’s mind. He had grown considerably stronger since our last encounter with one, but the mere mention of the species still seemed to make him tense up.

“Don’t worry. As far as I’ve checked with my Presence Detection, there isn’t a single Dragon in the vicinity.”

“Man, what a waste of a good panic,” Fritz muttered, visibly relaxing.

The Guild Master cut into our conversation, looking frantic. “Is that true? Are you certain?”

“I’ve scanned a wide enough radius for any Monsters with a significant power reading. There’s nothing nearby that poses an immediate threat.”

“Is that so…? Thank goodness…” 

The Guild Master let out a long, heavy sigh of relief.

“To be honest, the Town of Noblebark has a history of Dragon attacks. It’s ancient history now, preserved only in records, but they say the town was utterly devastated. Even the man hailed as the Strongest Mercenary of that era was slaughtered. I was terrified we were seeing a repeat of history. It must have been a fluke—someone probably saw a lizard gliding through the air and panicked. They’re similar enough, if you ignore the size and the sheer lethality.”

He ended with a dry joke, attempting to lighten the mood for the surrounding men. It earned him nothing but a few hollow, awkward chuckles.

“But still, to have dragged all of you out here for nothing…” 

The Guild Master looked at the line of Mercenaries trailing behind him, his expression troubled. I decided to throw him a lifeline.

“If you feel bad about it, why not have them help us transport the timber for the Mercenary Guild renovation? You can pay them out of the cleaning budget, right?”

“That’s it! Yes, let’s do that. Men, you heard him! Start moving those logs back to town!”

Under the Guild Master’s orders, a group of Mercenaries swarmed Fritz, taking the log from his shoulder to carry it as a team. Relieved of his burden in an instant, Fritz realized he’d have to go back for more.

“Lark is still clearing trees back there. I’d better get a move on before he finishes.”

“Take the other Mercenaries with you,” I suggested. “We can never have too many hands for this.”

“…Fine. But if they can’t keep up, I’m leaving them behind.”

With that, Fritz led the pack of Mercenaries back toward Lark’s position.

◇　◇　◇

I ended up wasting more time than I intended.

I used Wind Magic to fly back to town ahead of the others and resumed my chores. The Grand Hall was essentially finished; all that remained was for the new timber to arrive so I could refit the furniture. I’d added some basic Magic Stone lighting and a Water supply station, but I didn't want to over-engineer the place too much.

“Now then, that just leaves the Guild Master’s Room and the Staff Room.”

Elie still hadn't emerged. I assumed she was drowning in paperwork. I considered starting with the Guild Master’s Room, but decided to check in on her first. I walked to the Staff Room and knocked.

“Hyah?!” 

“Elie? Are you ready for me to clean the Staff Room?”

“Ah! W-wait! Just a moment! Give me one more minute!”

A series of violent crashing and banging sounds erupted from inside. After a short delay, Elie peeked out, her face flushed with embarrassment.

“S-sorry to keep you waiting. Please, come in.”

She was panting as if she’d just run a marathon. I stepped inside. The room was certainly in better shape than the Grand Hall, but years of deep-seated grime aren't easily dealt with by hand.

“Well, this shouldn't take long.”

I didn't waste time. I unleashed a wave of Water Magic to strip away the filth in one go, followed immediately by a spell to flash-dry the floor.

“It’s incredible,” Elie whispered, looking genuinely moved. “It really is as beautiful as I’d hoped.”

However, my attention was drawn elsewhere—specifically to a door behind her that looked like it was under immense structural pressure, as if it were about to explode.

“Um, what’s behind that door over—”

“T-that area is fine! It’s… it’s strictly off-limits to children!”

She put up a desperate, frantic resistance, babbling nonsense. I didn't need Presence Detection to know she’d just shoved all the clutter into that one closet to hide it. 

I decided not to push it. Everyone has things they don't want seen. With a wry smile, I finished polishing the Staff Room until it shone and installed the same climate control enchantments I’d placed elsewhere.
Quest Complete?

Fee’s group had come to the market to shop for ingredients.

However, it seemed nothing was quite clicking with her.

"I want meat that’s... more big. Something really, really big."

She spread her arms as wide as her small frame allowed to demonstrate the scale she was looking for.

The clerk behind the counter met her request with a sour grimace.

"I'm afraid we don't carry any Meat that large here, little lady."

"S-She’s right, Fee-chan. To be honest, I’ve rarely seen cuts of meat larger than the ones they have here," Emilina added, trying to soothe her.

"In my territory, there are many," Fee insisted.

She’s probably thinking of entire carcasses that haven't been butchered yet, Emilina thought to herself.

"If it’s big, I know they'll be happy."

"In that case, why don't you girls try hunting for yourselves?" the clerk suggested.

His gaze shifted toward Luna. Being a citizen of the Empire, he likely recognized her. He probably knew she was the third-ranked member of the Single Digits, the Ninth. 

He knew that with her there, they could hunt down virtually any Monster they set their sights on.

"That is a good idea," Fee agreed.

"……Are you sure about this?" Elu asked, her voice trembling with anxiety.

"We won't go after anything actually dangerous."

"That’s true. And since we’re already out, I’ll stay with Fee-chan until she’s satisfied," Emilina said.

"……I’ll do my best."

With the others in agreement, Elu gave her timid consent. 

The four of them turned and began making their way toward the city gates.

◇　◇　◇

Riding atop the Giant Doll Luna had summoned, the group charged forward.

"So fast~!"

"It’s almost like traveling with Ram-san."

"Mm. It’s a draw."

"Awawa! A-Are you sure we won't fall off?!"

They simply bowled over any weak Monsters in their path as Fee continued her search for something that met her standards.

Suddenly, a massive shape plummeted from the sky, slamming into the ground right in front of them.

"Is that a Dra—"

"It’s a Giant Lizard!" Fee declared.

"Eh? A Giant Liza... No, it definitely isn't!?" Emilina shouted, her voice cracking.

"Why is Meat like this just falling in a place like this?"

"……There was no commotion," Luna noted.

"Usually, if a Dragon attacked, the whole area would be in an uproar, but..."

The moment the words left Emilina’s mouth, another Dragon fell from the sky. Then another.

"It... it is a Dragon, right?"

Dragons were creatures so formidable that a single one was considered nearly impossible to slay. The idea of them falling like rain was absurd. 

Unless, of course, Yuri was involved. If he was behind this, the impossible became a distinct possibility.

"It’s a lizard," Fee insisted stubbornly.

For some reason, she was doubling down on the lizard theory. Then again, given the sheer number of them, perhaps they really weren't Dragons. Maybe they were just Flying Lizards. 

I didn't even want to contemplate the alternative—Dragons falling out of thin air for no reason.

"I suppose... you’re right. These are definitely just lizards."

"……Eh? They are?"

"Yuri-sama said so before. He called them huge lizards. He also said that as long as they aren't Rock Lizards, they're delicious."

"I see. But since someone clearly hunted these, we can't just take them home without permission."

"……No one is coming," Luna observed.

"Didn't they just fall here on their own?" Elu asked, scanning the area. She remained on high alert, but her nose picked up no approaching scents.

"It’s all-you-can-eat!!" Fee cheered.

"Well... alright. Let’s wait a little longer. If no one comes to claim them, we’ll take them back with us."

And so, while they waited for a "rightful owner" who would never appear, they began gathering the fallen Dragons (lizards).

In the end, no one ever came. The mountain of Dragons (lizards) was officially designated as the primary ingredient for tonight’s dinner.

◇　◆　◇

I was finishing up the cleaning in the Guild Master’s Room—the final task on my list—when the Mercenaries finally returned with the timber, accompanied by the Guild Master.

"I'm back! ...Wait, wha—!?"

The Guild Master’s voice boomed through the Grand Hall the moment he stepped inside.

"Did something happen!?" I called out.

"W-Why is it so clean?! Why does it smell so good?! And the temperature... it’s neither hot nor cold, it’s perfect!"

"You walked through here earlier, didn't you?" I asked flatly.

He had passed through the Grand Hall once already when the Dragon Subjugation panic started. This was technically the second time he was seeing the finished product. Why was he only reacting now?

"Earlier, my head was so full of Dragons that I didn't even notice!"

"Well, I cleaned it. That’s all there is to it."

"What do you mean 'that’s all'?! This is way too clean, regardless of the circumstances!"

"If you say so..."

To be honest, I hadn't even shown him the bathroom or the toilets yet. I’d tinkered with the plumbing extensively, and if he was this shocked by a clean floor, I was going to have a problem later.

"I’m still planning to move furniture in here. Can you have the logs delivered to Gale? He’s going to handle the woodworking."

"A-Ah, right. I understand..."

Massive logs were piled up in front of Gale.

"H-Hold on. This is far too much material..." Gale stammered.

"Really? If we're going to replace the guild's counter, the shelves, the tables, and the chairs, I figured we might actually be short."

"And you expect me to handle this volume all by myself?"

"Fair point. Fine, we'll all pitch in and build them together at the end."

"I... I’m holding you to that."

Gale sighed and began working on the first pieces of furniture.

"Now, only the Guild Master’s Room is left. Is it alright if I go back in?"

"A-Ah, yes. Go ahead. Whenever you like..."

His tone had shifted to something bordering on total resignation.

Taking that as my cue, I headed back toward the Guild Master’s Room. He followed close behind me, likely curious.

However, he would only end up shouting in shock again once he realized I had finished the entire room in the blink of an eye.
Agonizing Cries

“Y-you’ve really saved us. Thank you. Truly.”

The Guild Master offered his thanks with a strained, twitching smile.

“It really has become beautiful. Thank you so much,” the receptionist, Elie, added, her gratitude much more sincere.

“Ah, come to think of it, I haven’t finished that storage area yet—”

“No! This is quite enough! You’ve done more than enough, really, we can handle the rest ourselves!”

Elie shook her head with desperate intensity. I figured she probably had something hidden in there that she’d die before letting me see. It’s probably best not to push the issue, I thought, deciding to leave it at that.

“H-hey! This door back here... it leads to a basement! And you won't believe what's down there!” 

One of the Mercenaries stumbled out from the lower level, looking visibly shaken.

“An expansion? I don’t recall a basement. Did you build a new pub down there?” the Guild Master asked, looking perplexed.

“It’ll be faster if you just see for yourself,” the Mercenary replied before disappearing back down the stairs.

Curiosity got the better of them, and the Guild Master and his staff followed close behind.



“W-what in the world is this?!” the Guild Master cried out in shock.

“It’s... a Bath,” Elie muttered, her mouth hanging open in a daze.

“I figured this was a necessity if you wanted to maintain proper hygiene, right?” I asked pragmatically.

“Master, it’s a bath! A real bath! Let’s get in right now!”

“Wait just a minute! This is a guild! Bathtubs are the kind of thing you only see in a noble’s manor!”

“Well, it’s already built, so you might as well use it,” I said.

“Yes, sir! ♪” Elie chirped happily.

Watching her, the Guild Master let out a heavy, weary sigh.

“I can’t exactly leave this here and ignore it. I’ll have to assign staff to manage it, and perhaps charge a small fee to help the guild’s coffers... My workload... it just keeps growing...”

“Ah, I also made a Staff Toilet and a smaller bath for the employees. I made sure they’re only accessible through the back hallway.”

“That... is actually a relief...”

The Guild Master looked like he had aged a decade in a single afternoon. The shock was clearly taking its toll.

“I also completely overhauled the Staff Toilet,” I mentioned.

The moment the words left my mouth, the Guild Master bolted. He ran straight for the facilities.

When he threw the door open, he wasn't greeted by the standard '3K' experience—dark, stinky, and filthy. Instead, he found a pristine, sterile space filled with the sweet, floral scent of fragrant olives. The old pit latrine had been replaced by a modern, flushable unit. To any observer, it was a ridiculous, almost offensive waste of top-tier Magic Tool technology.

“I’m actually quite proud of this toilet. It’s a masterpiece,” I said, beaming at him to see his reaction.

The Guild Master could only manage a hollow, dry laugh.

“After everything you’ve done... just how much is this going to cost us?” 

He looked like he was desperately trying to calculate the bill for my services in his head.

“This was mostly a hobby, so don’t worry about the cost for the renovations. The request was just to clean the Mercenary Guild, right?”

“Absolutely not. If we accepted all this work without paying, the name of the Mercenary Guild would be dragged through the mud.”

“I see your point... Well, I did burn through quite a few Magic Stones for this. Do you think the guild could compensate me for those?”

“That’s all you want? I mean—that would certainly be easier for me to manage, but are you sure?”

Our interests aligned perfectly. After sharing a brief look, we exchanged a firm, manly handshake.

Elie watched us, a look of pure ecstasy on her face. 

“My fantasies... they’re blooming...”

I decided to ignore her and proceeded to explain how to operate the Magic Tools for the toilet and the Bath.



I was feeling quite satisfied with myself, my pockets full of both the commission fee and the replacement Magic Stones. I’d completely forgotten that this was supposed to be my day off, but it had been a productive day nonetheless.

With a sense of accomplishment, we made our way back to the inn. 

The moment I pushed the door open, a primal sense of danger spiked in my gut. I slammed the door shut instantly.

“W-what was that?!”

The stench at the Mercenary Guild had been foul, but it was still at a Level where a human could reasonably enter. This inn, however... 

I didn't even want to step foot inside. But Fee and the others had headed back earlier; if they were trapped in there, I had to rescue them.

I conjured a Defensive Wind around myself to filter the air and gingerly opened the door again.

“Ugh...”

A thick, Purple Smoke saturated the air inside the inn. It was a stroke of luck that we were the only guests staying here. 

I spotted Luna collapsed on the floor near the entrance.

“Are you okay?!”

“...Horrifying,” she wheezed.

I extended the Wind to surround her as well. She managed to sit up, her face a sickly shade of pale.

“What happened here?”

“I... I don’t really know. We were Cooking, and then suddenly...”

A sudden thought occurred to me—perhaps someone had attacked them? If that was the case, I couldn't risk letting the culprit escape.

“I’m sorry to ask this while you’re clearly suffering, but can you come with me?”

“...I will follow you to the ends of the earth.”

Steeling myself, I moved deeper into the building to uncover the source of this calamity.
Minus Cooking

I led Luna toward the kitchen, the likely source of the smoke.

Why could I still smell that nose-stinging stench despite my wind barrier? It defied logic.

"...It stinks," Luna wheezed.

"For now, I’m using the wind to push the smoke outside. Just bear with it a little longer."

Fritz, Lark, and the others outside the inn would inevitably end up breathing this foul air, but I had to believe it would be diluted enough to be survivable by the time it reached them.

I thought I heard voices from outside—"Guh-hack!?" or "W-what is this poison gas!?"—but I decided to ignore them for the moment. There was nothing I could do about their plight just yet.

"This is the kitchen..."

"The smoke... it’s even thicker here."

I reflexively covered my nose. The odor was so intense, so violent, that there was no longer any doubt: this was ground zero.

"Alright, we’re going in. Luna, the moment we cross the threshold, I want you to open every single window you can find."

Buildings in this world were designed with relatively few windows. Part of it was the sheer cost of glass, but it was also a matter of insulation and, most importantly, security. Unlike the modern world, we didn't have reinforced safety glass—only fragile, single-pane sheets. Large windows were essentially an invitation for Thieves to break in.

Still, this was a room designed for Fire, so I knew there had to be at least some ventilation.

I threw the door open and scanned the room. The first thing I saw was Elu, collapsed on the floor. I rushed to her side, scooping her up and enveloping her in a protective shroud of Wind Magic.

"Ah... Yuri-sama..."

"Don't force yourself to speak," I commanded.

"N-no... This is just... Cooking... after all..."

"...Cooking?"

This mysterious miasma, which looked like a targeted assassination attempt via chemical warfare, was supposed to be food?

"Y-yes... It was just... a bit too stimulating for me..."

"I understand. Let's put a stop to this 'cooking' first, then we’ll sort it out."

I tried to move deeper into the room, but Elu clung to me, halting my progress.

"N-no, you mustn't! Fee-chan is working so hard... for your sake, Yuri-sama..."

"Fee is?"

I didn't understand the logic, but it seemed Fee was the source of the fumes. Come to think of it, Fee’s Cooking Skill had a minus notation. I had assumed she was just a bad cook, but this was something else entirely. She didn't just lack talent; she possessed a lethal proficiency for creating "murderous cuisine."

"At this rate, Fee’s own life is in danger. I’m going to check on her."

"...Understood," Elu said, finally relenting.

I pushed forward toward a shadow moving in the gloom. There I found Fee, sweat pouring from her forehead as she desperately stirred a cauldron, and Emilina, who was using Light magic to "purify" the air while cheering her on.

I marched up to Emilina and delivered a sharp poke to the side of her head.

"Ow! W-who was that!?"

"Why is this happening when you're right here to supervise?" I asked, a headache beginning to form behind my eyes.

"Because this is Cooking."

"Think about the people you're affecting for a second."

"It’s fine! I’ll use Purification Magic at the very end to eliminate the toxins," she insisted.

"...Wait. Are you admitting you put poison in there?"

"It’s just a figure of speech!"

Is this Saint actually trying to kill me? The suspicion felt more like a certainty with every passing second.

"Fee, stop. Whatever that is, it isn't human food anymore."

"B-but... I have to make it even more delicious for you, Yuri-sama... I'm not done yet—"

"I’m the one who's going to eat it, and I’m telling you to stop."

She had been so focused on the pot that she hadn't even realized who was talking to her. The moment she recognized me, she descended into a panicked flurry of motion. Unfortunately, there was a piping-hot cauldron right in front of her.

"Watch out!"

As Fee spun around, the massive pot began to tip. I lunged forward, intending to shield her from the scalding mess, but Fee was faster. Before I could even blink, she had scooped me up and leaped clear of the splash zone.

Purple Substance X splattered across the floor.

"That was dangerous," Fee sighed, sounding relieved. 

Then she looked down at the spilled Substance X and her shoulders slumped in defeat.

"I worked so hard on it..."

"I know you did. But attempting something like this without any experience was far too reckless."

"Uuuu..."

"Tell you what. I'll help you finish, so let's make the next batch together."

"Eh? Really?"

"Of course. I have no reason to say no."

Truthfully, I just wanted to be there to ensure that whatever she made next was actually safe to ingest. But when Fee looked up at me, she was beaming.

"Un! We'll make it together!"

"But first, we clean. We need to clear this smoke and deal with... whatever that mysterious substance on the floor is."

And so, our domestic cleanup began.

First, I used Wind Magic to blast the purple smoke out of the inn in one go. (I ignored the renewed sounds of groaning from outside.) 

Next, I scrubbed the walls with practiced efficiency. As for the spilled Substance X, I gathered every last drop of it and tossed it into Ram’s mouth.

Once the cleaning was finished, we finally set to work on the actual cooking.
Cooking Together

I stepped forward to assess the damage and see what, exactly, they had been trying to prepare.

"Just... what was the plan here, Fee? What were you trying to make?"

She looked at me blankly. Don’t ask me. Please.

Had she really started 'cooking' without even deciding on a dish? I was almost impressed. It took a certain kind of reckless courage to approach a stove with that much ignorance.

"For now, just show me the ingredients we have left," I said.

"I understand-no," Fee replied.

She scurried off and returned with a variety of supplies. There were a few piles of vegetables and some meat. While the vegetables looked familiar enough, the meat was a different story entirely.

"...Is this what I think it is?"

"Yes. It's Huge Giant Lizard meat-no."

The cut Fee had brought out looked remarkably similar to Dragon meat. There was also a staggering amount of it.

"Look... who is going to eat all of this?"

"...Ram?"

"Well, I suppose that makes sense."

If we ended up with leftovers, I could always shove them into his bottomless stomach. If we were back in my own territory, I’d simply store it in a proper larder, but here...

"With Giant Lizard Meat, it’s best not to overcomplicate things. We should just grill it. Sprinkle on a few spices and it’ll be edible enough."

"But if that's all we do, it doesn't count as Cooking-no!" Fee protested.

"Save those lines for when you can actually cook," I countered. "Step one: make it edible. That is the only thing that matters right now."

"Muu... If you insist-no."

Fee began grilling the meat as instructed. While she was occupied, I decided to prepare a side dish. I wasn't exactly a master chef myself; my repertoire was mostly limited to basic grilling. However, I knew a few things I could manage with the ingredients on hand.

Hamburg Steak, huh...

I recalled making it a few times in my previous life. My memory of the recipe was a bit hazy, but I was confident the result would be infinitely better than the 'Substance X' they had produced earlier.

I didn't even need a kitchen knife. By utilizing Magic Power, I could handle the prep work with ease. I tossed a vegetable that looked like an onion into the air and unleashed a refined burst of Wind Magic, mincing it into perfect pieces before it even hit the counter.

Suddenly, I heard a duo of whimpers. Elu and Luna, who had been standing nearby, were both clutching their faces as tears streamed down their cheeks.

"Ugh, it stings..."

"...It hurts."

"Are you two okay?" I asked, concerned.

"Yes... we're fine," Elu managed to reply, though her eyes were red and watery.

"Don't worry, I'm done cutting the onions."

"...Onions?"

Apparently, they went by a different name in this world. Regardless, once the onions were prepped, I moved on to mincing the Giant Lizard Meat. 

I happened to glance over at Fee. She was supposed to be simply grilling meat, yet somehow, disaster was already striking again.

"...Isn't that looking a little black?"

"I'm just searing it well-no."

"It looks like a lump of charcoal."

"It's just your imagination-no," Fee said, pointedly looking toward the horizon.

I can't look away for a second. 

"Haa... Fine. I'll handle the grilling too. Just go set the table, alright?"

"...I understand-no."

She looked disappointed, but given that her contribution was currently a carbonized remains of a lizard, she nodded obediently. In the end, I was the one who prepared the entire meal.



Once the food was ready, I gathered everyone around the table.

"It looks so delicious-no..." Fee whispered, her eyes wide.

"Lord Yuri... I didn't realize you were skilled at Cooking as well," Emilina added, though she sounded a bit frustrated.

From what I’d gathered, the two of them had been the ones spearheading this culinary disaster. Emilina likely felt a sting of pride seeing me swoop in to fix their mess.

"It looks very good."

"Delicious."

Luna had already started eating. I watched her scarf down the food and felt a wry smile tug at my lips.

"By the way, where’s Ram? I don't see him."

"He's still sleeping-no."

"Ah... right. He’s still out."

Ram was tough enough that he’d survived Fee’s 'cooking' with nothing more than a long nap. If I had been the one to eat it... The mere thought sent a cold shiver down my spine.

"Well, eat your fill. We'll be leaving town soon, and then it’s back to camping under the stars."

"True," Emilina agreed. "Our primary objective is to reach the Imperial Capital and deliver the letter to the Emperor."

"...Welcome," Luna mumbled, her mouth stuffed to capacity.

With the way she was eating, it looked more like she was the one being 'welcomed' to a feast. I decided to keep that observation to myself.

As the meal continued, Elu approached me, looking uncharacteristically shy.

"Hmm? What is it, Elu? Not hungry?"

"No, it's not that... Could you please accept this?"

She held out a necklace. Looking closer, I realized it was a matching set with the one she wore; only the color of the gemstone was different.

"...Are you sure?"

"Yes! I... I heard that it was your birthday, Lord Yuri."

"Oh—... right. Come to think of it, I guess it is."

I hadn't even realized. I’d rarely had the occasion to celebrate my birthday in the past, so I hadn't given it a second thought. Wait. So the reason Fee—who can’t cook to save her life—was so desperate to make a meal was to celebrate for me?

The realization that they were all trying to celebrate my birth brought a genuine warmth to my chest.

"Thank you. I'll treasure it."

As I fastened the necklace, Elu gave me a radiant, happy smile. I wonder... if I poured some Magic Power into this stone, I could probably turn it into a Magic Tool. I decided that was a thought best left unsaid.

Then, Luna stepped forward and handed me a staff that looked incredibly expensive.

"Nn."

"Luna, is this for me too? I can't take this; it looks way too valuable—"

"It was cheap."

"Eh? Really?"

"I haggled."

She didn't look like she was lying, but I had a feeling she was leaving out some very important details. The rest of the group was wearing the same wry smiles I was. Still, she’d gone to that trouble for my sake. Prying would only be rude.

"Thank you, Luna," I said, accepting the gift. "I appreciate it."
The Operation to Repel Miss Boobs

Step by step, Miss Boobs—that Archdemon—was expanding her territory within the domain.

It wasn’t just the children who were orphans; even the hardened mercenaries had fallen under her spell with pathetic ease. I knew I had to be the one to do something about this. I had to take a stand.

I had made that firm resolution, but there was one glaring problem: I had made it while being held firmly against the chest of the Boob Monster, Alexia.

"Wait, why are you holding me as if it’s the most natural thing in the world!?" I demanded, struggling against her grip.

"We’re going to brainstorm a way to exterminate me, Alexia, together, aren't we?" she asked.

"We are not brainstorming together! Why on earth would you help me find a way to defeat you!?"

"Because it sounds fun… I mean, because I’m such a formidable foe."

"You definitely just started to say it sounded fun!"

I couldn't wrap my head around how she was playing me so completely. However, I knew that if I engaged her poorly, I would just be sucked into her pace. The only stable option was to ignore her antics.

"By the way," I said, trying to change the subject, "is it really alright for you to be playing around like this?"

"I’m not playing, though."

"Aren't you supposed to be teaching the children their lessons?"

"Oh, that’s fine. Everyone is being such good children; they’re all self-studying."

That can’t be right. They were not the kind of children who would ever study on their own. Had she used some kind of threat to cow them into submission?

"I see. In that case, I’ll go and see how they’re doing."

"Yes, I shall accompany you," Alexia replied.

I began racking my brain for a way to shake her off as she followed me, acting as though her presence by my side was an absolute law of nature.



We finished our immediate tasks and headed toward the communal housing. When I stepped into the room and saw the children actually studying seriously, a wave of disbelief washed over me.

Even Al—who usually did nothing but run wild, governed entirely by his own instincts—was hunched over a piece of paper, working with a desperate intensity. He looked like a completely different person.

"I’m gonna study a lot!" Al declared. "And this time, I'm definitely gonna make a field where Meat grows!"

Never mind. Al is still Al. No matter how much he studied, I was fairly certain that was impossible.

"That’s amazing, Al. Please do your best," Alexia chimed in.

"Yeah! Leave it to me!"

Boosted by Alexia’s praise, Al’s motivation surged to a whole new level. It wasn't just him, either; on the way here, I had noticed the mercenaries speaking to her with an unsettling amount of familiarity. It wasn't an exaggeration to say that most of the people in this territory had already fallen to her influence.

"I really have to do something about this..." I whispered.

"You're right," Alexia said, nodding. "First, we must selectively breed the seeds so that Meat can actually be produced."

"T-That’s not what I meant! Why are you actually trying to grow Meat!?"

"Because we must cherish their motivation, of course." Alexia gave me a bright, radiant smile.

"Yeah! I’ll do my best!" Al shouted.

He looked happy enough, but I noticed his gaze was fixed firmly on her two giant... no, it was nothing. I had to remind myself that it was physically impossible for a human to be equipped with two giant balls like those. 

I directed a cold, judgmental stare at Al, but he didn't even notice. He just wore a slovenly, dazed expression.

"I... I’ll grow too, eventually," I muttered.

"I’m sure you will," Alexia replied. "It would be wonderful if they grew large—the Meat fields, I mean."

"I wasn't talking about the fields!"

"...Ah, I see. If you hold onto your dreams tightly enough, perhaps the Lord will take pity on you and grant a fleeting wish."

"W-What is that supposed to mean!?"

"There are simply some things that will never change, no matter how much effort you put in. However, dreaming is a freedom afforded to everyone."

"I-I’m still growing! Just you wait!"

"I was talking about the Meat fields, you know?"

"Eh?"

She had led me right into that. I could tell by the way she rested her hand against her cheek, a delighted smile playing on her lips.

"O-Of course I knew that! I knew perfectly well that no one was talking about chests!"

I have to subjugate this Boob Monster—this Archdemon—as soon as possible. I swore it to my very soul.

Just then, Totto burst into the room, looking frantic.

"This is bad, Missy. We’ve got Intel that the Eldest Daughter of Lousouth is heading straight for this town. We need to use Ren to contact Lord Yuri immediately—"

"B-But I just sent Ren-san to my big broth... to my brother’s location. I don't think they’ll be back for a while..."

"Tch, the timing couldn't be worse. If that’s the case, we won't be able to get word to him before she arrives. How do we handle this?"

At Totto’s words, every eye in the room turned toward me. However, I found myself wearing a surprisingly cheerful smile.

"It's fine. We’re part of the same family, so there’s no reason to turn her away. I think it would be best if we provided her with our very best hospitality."

Totto caught my drift and a slow grin spread across his face.

"I see. Hospitality, huh? Alright, I get it. I’ll make sure we’re prepared to give her everything we've got."
Trouble

Just as I was about to set off from Nobleburg, Ren suddenly materialized in front of me.

"Yuri-sama, so you were here."

"Did something happen?" I asked.

"Yeah. I’ve brought a letter from Sasha-sama."

He handed me a bundle of paper far too thick to be called a mere letter. I gave it a cursory glance; the vast majority of it was filled with her anxieties regarding my relationship with Elu and frantic questions about whether I had added any more concubines to my retinue.

I’ll deal with that later. 

I skipped the fluff and searched for the actual point of the message. I found it tucked away at the very end, written like a reluctant afterthought.

I heard a rumor that the Empire's First is targeting you, Big Brother. Please be careful.

It was largely what I had expected, but for the rumor to be caught in Sasha’s information network, they had to be searching for me quite aggressively.

"I’m going to write a quick reply to Sasha. Can you wait a moment?"

I pulled out a scrap of paper and scribbled a single line: Don’t worry about me. I handed it back to Ren.

"Sorry for making you run errands like this."

"Don't be. This is the fastest way, after all."

"Also, while I’m away, look after Sasha for me."

"Of course. Leave it to me." With that, Ren vanished using Teleportation Magic.

"Was someone here?" Fee asked, looking at me inquisitively.

"Yeah, Ren. He was giving me a situation report. It seems I might have been taking things a bit too slowly."

"Now that you mention it, what were you doing on your day off yesterday? You didn’t go on another rampage, did you?"

"I just went to observe the Mercenary Guild," I insisted. "I only took on a simple request as a bit of a trial run."

I wasn't lying. Not exactly. I had just... overdone it a little.

Fee fixed me with a skeptical, side-eyed glare. Once she realized I was technically telling the truth, she let out a long sigh.

"Fritz was watching over you, so I’ll believe you this time."

"Yes!"

"Wait... actually, I don't believe you."

"Why not?!"

I realized too late that my instinctive victory pose had been my downfall. In the end, she confiscated the Magic Stone I had been trying to hide.



"Uuugh... I ate too much. I feel sick, mee..."

Ram had been the one pulling our carriage until now, but she looked positively ghoulish today. I had Luna take over the heavy lifting instead. Since I was using two dolls to pull the carriage, I had to be careful with the balance of Magic Power, which meant our pace was slower than usual.

I had intended to casually apply some Enchantment Magic to speed us up, but I could feel Fee’s watchful gaze on me. It made it difficult to act, so I resigned myself to enjoying a leisurely journey.

"Hyahhaaaaa! We’re the Triple Digits! Even crying children go silent at the mention of our—guhaaaa!"

"Hm? Did you hear a voice just now?" I asked.

"We just ran over some garbage," Fee replied flatly.

"Well, it is the main highway. If it hasn't been cleaned recently, I suppose it’s only natural for trash to be lying around."

Still, it wasn't a good look. I made a mental note that the highway leading to my town needed better maintenance—regular patrols and cleaning crews were a must.

"No, no," Fritz said with a wry smile. "While it’s true a Thief’s behavior is no better than trash, you should at least treat them like human beings."

"If we... if we keep shaking like this, I’m going to hurl, mee..." Ram moaned, sticking her head out of the carriage window.

"Damn it! To think they’d pull a surprise attack! But we’re the Triple Digits! Our only merit is our sturdiness, and an Attack of that level won't—"

The men from before were chasing after us with desperate expressions. Unfortunately for them, Ram’s face was hanging right over the side.

"G-gyaaaaaa!"

Ram reached her limit and vomited. The projectile hit the men with pinpoint accuracy. Since she had spent yesterday gorging herself on Fee’s Cooking... well, the results were devastating.

"Did you hear a scream just now?" I asked.

"A bug, maybe?" Fee suggested.

No, that was definitely a human voice. Then again, maybe there were Monsters in this world that sounded like that.

"Now that I’ve cleared my stomach, I’m hungry again, mee."

Ram started getting noisy the moment she finished being sick. I caught myself wondering if I should just make her eat more of Fee’s Cooking to quiet her down.



The Empire's First listened to the report of Yuri’s actions in Nobleburg and couldn't help but smile.

"He installed a Cutting-edge Magic Tool in the Mercenary Guild, did he? To bring a concentrated mass of classified information into a hostile nation... he’s an interesting fellow."

"What could he possibly be thinking, My Lord? Perhaps he intends to place our country in his debt?"

"A man like him wouldn't care about that. Most likely, he simply made it because someone asked him to."

"But what merit is there in that?"

"If he were the type of man who moved only for merit, he never would have come to the Empire in the first place. He likely already knows I’m targeting him. The fact that he’s coming anyway means he either has absolute confidence in his skills, or he’s simply a fool. Either way, the conclusion should be entertaining."

The Empire's First stood up and reached for his sword.

"Are you going somewhere, My Lord?"

"He’s gone through the trouble of coming all this way. It would be poor hospitality not to welcome him, wouldn't it?"

In the next heartbeat, the Empire's First had vanished.
The First Rank

With Ram fully recovered, she was back to pulling the carriage.

"This 'First Rank' person targeting you, Yuri-sama... are they strong?" Fee asked.

"Yeah. Ridiculously strong."

His skill with a blade exceeds even the swordsman from the Original Game Party. His mastery of magic surpasses that of a Sage. On top of that, he's a powerhouse who can wield Space-Time Magic and Special Skills.

He had likely been given such absurdly high stats because the story was designed to progress even if the player lost the encounter. However, because of that, it had eventually become a staple of Completionist Content for players to upload videos titled "I Tried Defeating the Empire’s First."

He possessed such overwhelming power that you could only hope to win if you raised the protagonists’ Level to the cap and had a massive stroke of luck. 

As we were now... we stood no chance of winning. 

Furthermore, since we weren't the protagonists of this world, we wouldn't be saved by the plot progression of a Losing Event triggered by the Mastermind. While losing the fight itself might be inevitable, I had to find a way to drive him back.

I had one trump card ready, but I didn't want to use it if I could avoid it. I have a feeling a certain sheep would end up inflicting a lifetime of trauma on everyone involved if I let her loose.

"C-Can we really win?"

"It’s impossible," I admitted. "I’d rather not run into him at all."

"That’s wishful thinking. I think he is coming to meet us," Luna said, her voice flat and certain.

"...Probably. Luna, could you win?"

"No. Impossible."

Fee’s expression clouded with anxiety at Luna’s immediate dismissal. "Is it really okay for us to go to a place like that?"

"I doubt they would be so reckless as to slight the envoys of the Beast Kingdom," Emilina offered.

"I’d certainly like to hope so."

Despite my dwindling optimism, we continued our high-speed trek toward the Empire. In the end, I couldn't come up with a better alternative.



I had a nagging suspicion that Ram had run over or devoured a few people on our way to the Empire, but for the most part, our journey remained peaceful.

However, on the highway leading to the gates of the Imperial Capital, a single man stood waiting with his arms crossed.

He looked to be in his twenties. He was somewhat slender but possessed a corded, muscular build, with long silver hair that caught the light. Between his appearance and the sword he carried—which was nearly as tall as he was—there was no mistaking him. He was the one person I had hoped to avoid.

"The Empire’s First..."

"So, you've arrived."

Had he been meditating? He slowly opened his eyes, which had been closed until just now.

We were still moving in the carriage. By the time we realized he was there, he was already looming before us. Ram, apparently viewing him as nothing more than an obstacle, charged forward to blow him away.

"You're in the way, baaa!"

"Hmph. You are the one in the way."

Ram, who should have trampled him, was instead repelled with a dull thud, bouncing back toward us. She looked up, appearing genuinely puzzled.

The Empire’s First had clearly swung his blade, yet seeing that Ram hadn't been sliced in two, he let out a dark, amused chuckle.

"Hoh. For a mere piece of Meat, you actually survived that Attack?"

"S-Something sent me flying, baaa. That hurt a bit, baaa."

Looking closely, I saw a thin red line across Ram’s wool. Fortunately, the blade hadn't reached her skin, but it was chilling to think that Ram—who had been peerless until now—was so easily outmatched.

"Fritz!"

"Leave it to me!" Fritz shouted, bracing his Shovel.

"No, use a normal sword this time!"

"Oh, right."

I was filled with nothing but dread. This wasn't an opponent I could afford to take lightly.

"Luna, I'm counting on you for support. Emilina, stay back and provide healing if anything goes wrong."

"Got it. Leave it to me."

"Please, be careful," Emilina whispered.

"...What should Fee do?"

"I have a special mission for you, Fee. It’s something only you can do."

I leaned in and whispered the instructions into her ear. She nodded immediately, though she looked skeptical. "Will that really change anything?"

"Of course. It’s our final trump card."

"I don't really get it, but okay!"

With her confirmation, I gripped the staff I’d received from Luna and stepped forward to stand beside Fritz, blocking the path of the Empire’s First.

"I assume you won't complain about the unfairness of us all taking you on at once?"

"Not at all. It makes no difference how many small fry you add to the pile."

"We'll see about who's a small fry soon enough."

In the next instant, I unleashed a barrage of magic so dense it threatened to swallow the Empire’s First whole.

"I see. You can manipulate magic on this scale? However—"

With a casual sweep of his sword, he cut through the spells, dispelling them instantly.

"Quantity means nothing when the quality is this poor."

I'll have you know each of those was at the level of Intermediate Magic.

He still possessed the same nonsensical abilities as the game. Facing him in the flesh, I could only manage a bitter, dry smile. Suddenly, the Empire’s First closed the distance in a blur.

"Is this any time to be looking away!?"

Fritz managed to parry the heavy blade, but he was sent tumbling backward by the sheer force of the impact.

"No, that actually helped. This spell takes a bit of time to set up."

I activated an Earth Restraint to bind his movements. I had poured so much Magic Power into it that its structural integrity was reinforced to the point where even Highest-Tier Magic would struggle to break it. With Luna adding her support on top of mine, its strength was further magnified.

And yet, despite all that effort, the restraints began to creak and groan.

He really is a monster... if this had worked, no one would have had to suffer.

"Absurd," the man scoffed. "To think you could face me without making sacrifices—"

"No, you're the one who's about to suffer."

The moment the words left my lips, Fee appeared out of thin air and shoved something directly into the mouth of the Empire’s First.
Trump Card

“Actually, that guy loves your cooking, Fee. If we can get him to eat some, it’ll definitely create an opening. Will you help me?”

When I had approached Fee with that request, she hadn't suspected a thing. She simply set to work preparing her Substance X—er, her "cooking"—exactly as I’d asked.

If she had stopped to think for even a second, she would have realized that no one stops for a meal in the middle of a life-or-death struggle, no matter how much they might like the food. But she didn't, and just as planned, she lay in wait, concealing her presence until the Empire’s First was finally restrained.

He didn't seem to notice her at all. She simply stepped out and fed him her latest creation.

At first, the situation seemed strange. The man’s expression flickered with surprise for a moment, but he quickly forced a fearless smirk.

“Poison? Hah. Status Ailments don't work on a man like me—” He stopped mid-sentence. “Gah!”

The Empire’s First turned pale instantly.

Because he was bound, he couldn't even drop to his knees properly. He clearly wanted to spit the stuff out, but my Earth Magic wouldn't even allow him to open his jaw. In the end, he had no choice but to swallow.

◇　◆　◇

Even against our ultimate trump card—a weapon that had once taken Ram down in a single hit—the Empire’s First was holding on. If he could still fight after that, then we truly were out of options.

“What on earth… did you do to me…?”

He finally managed to shake off the restraints, but he was on his knees now, his body clearly pushed to its limit. At the very least, it looked like we’d dealt some massive damage.

“Do you really think I’d tell you?” I replied. “This is my Ultimate Weapon specifically for dealing with the Empire’s First.”

“I see… You really are a man who cannot be underestimated.” 

He gave a wry, almost enjoying smile, and sheathed his sword.

“It is my loss. Kill me and be done with it.”

“No, I have no reason to kill you. More importantly, does this mean you’ll let us through?”

“Of course. As the loser, I have no right to object. I shall follow your lead in all things.”

With that, the Empire’s First fell into step beside us as if it were the most natural thing in the world. 

What is it with these people? I wondered. Is there some unspoken rule in the Empire that you have to join the party of whoever beats you?

If that was the case, then all the guys I’d defeated until now… I felt like there were some people who called themselves Double Digits or something back then, and there were plenty of others I’d knocked out without even realizing it. I didn't exactly want a growing entourage of people who go around attacking strangers; that sounded like a recipe for trouble.

Still, we had officially broken through the greatest barrier on the road to the Empire. I was ready to get moving again, but for some reason, Fee remained rooted to the spot.

“Fee? Is something wrong?”

“...It was.”

“Hmm? Did you say something?”

“You said he liked my cooking… That was a lie, wasn't it?”

“Ah…”

Even if it was the only way to stop the Empire’s First, I started to feel a pang of guilt for deceiving her.

“A-Ah, well, you see… it’s a matter of perspective? Or a figure of speech?”

“I know the truth now. My cooking is so bad that even Ram couldn't stomach it.”

“Food? I’ll eat, baaa!”

Enticed by the word “cooking,” Ram trotted over, drooling. Had she already forgotten that Fee’s food had literally put her in the hospital?

“What, you want some?” I asked. “Is there any left?”

“...There is,” Fee said softly.

“Yay, baaa! I’ll dig in!”

Fee pulled out the remaining Substance X, and Ram began to devour it with terrifying gusto.

“It’s a bit intense, but it’s very delicious, baaa!”

“I was forced to eat… that?” the Empire’s First muttered, his face turning several shades of green as he watched Ram eat.

“Ram… thank you,” Fee whispered. “I’ll work even harder to make it more and more delicious from now on!”

“Wait, what?!”

Ram’s enthusiasm had reignited Fee’s motivation, but that raised a terrifying question: were we going to be the ones forced to eat her “improved” recipes? I felt a cold chill of anxiety.

“Yuri-sama, Ram, and the white person… you all love Fee’s cooking.”

Fee made the declaration with absolute, terrifying certainty.

“Wait, me too?” the Empire’s First asked, his voice trembling.

I’m not letting you escape this alone. I flashed him a smile, making sure he could hear my inner voice loud and clear. “That’s right. First loves Fee’s cooking, doesn't he?”

“Kugh… Is this also a trial I must endure to become stronger?” 

The Empire’s First hung his head in silence. I personally felt like strength had absolutely nothing to do with this, but I wasn't about to correct him.

“Oh, right! Emilina, Fritz, you guys should try some too—”

“Sorry,” Fritz cut in instantly. “I’ve always had a weak stomach for… intense flavors.”

“My diet is strictly regulated by the Church, unfortunately,” Luna added smoothly.

“I can’t handle anything with a strong smell…”

After everyone else turned her down, it was decided that only I, First, and Ram would be “enjoying” Fee’s culinary journey.

“So good, baaa… Thud.”

Ram, who had been mid-bite, suddenly collapsed onto the grass.

“There is still a little left. Yuri-sama should have some too.”

Fee slowly approached me. She was smiling, but I could practically see a demonic aura looming behind her.

“W-Wait! Let’s talk about thi— Mmph?!”

Substance X was shoved into my mouth. 

In that instant, the world began to spin. My vision blurred, and I was swept away by a strangely pleasant sensation of floating into the abyss.
Imperial Capital

I hovered on the threshold between life and death for what felt like an eternity. When I finally managed to crawl back to consciousness, I found myself staring at the ceiling of an unfamiliar room.

"Where... am I?"

"An inn in the Imperial Capital," Fee replied. She was sitting faithfully at my bedside.

"What exactly happened? If I recall, the Empire’s First ambushed us and we were wiped out, right?"

"I was the one who was defeated, you know."

I looked past Fee. Leaning against the wall with a stoic expression was the man himself—the Empire's First.

"No, no, there’s no way we had the power to beat you..."

A sharp, stabbing headache cut my sentence short. It felt as if I were missing a piece of the puzzle—or perhaps my mind was simply refusing to remember the trauma.

"If you say you were beaten, then I suppose it must be true," I groaned, rubbing my temples. "You don't seem like the type to tell jokes."

"Naturally. I have no taste for humor."

"Putting that aside, why are you here? Shouldn't you be heading back to the palace?"

"What?! I told you that since I lost, I would follow you. Have you forgotten already?"

Apparently, I had made an outrageous contract without even realizing it. Taking a First Rank as an ally meant I would be targeted more than ever by my father, Baran—the Mastermind behind everything.

In the original story, he was the kind of untouchable opponent that the protagonists couldn't defeat alone; they could only take him down by kill-stealing once someone else had weakened him.

He’s not the type of character who suddenly gets nerfed the moment he joins the party, is he?

The thought flickered through my mind for a second. I fought the urge to use Appraisal right then and there. Using a skill like that in the heart of an enemy capital was a one-way ticket to a suspicious interrogation.

"Anyway, what’s the plan? Are we going to see the Emperor?"

"That is the intention. First, I must secure permission for an audience—"

"Unnecessary," First interrupted. "Not while I am here."

I suppose being the highest-ranked warrior in the Empire came with certain perks. To think he could just bypass the bureaucracy...

"Muu... Luna can do it too."

Beside me, Luna puffed out her cheeks in a pout. Come to think of it, we had originally come to the Empire at her request.

"That's true. Luna did say she would guide us from the start. Sorry, First, but I think I’ll rely on Luna this time."

"Leave it to me."

A happy smile broke across Luna's face. For some reason, she took my arm as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Then Elu, her own cheeks puffed out in protest, grabbed my other arm.

"Um... are we really walking like this?"

"Is it... not allowed?" Elu asked tentatively.

Since Elu and I were technically in a "prospective fiancé" arrangement, holding hands wasn't entirely out of place. But what about Luna? I looked down at her. With her small stature, I could only see her as a younger sister, much like Sasha. It probably just looked like I was holding her hand so she wouldn't wander off in the crowd.

I couldn't help but let out a dry, weary chuckle.

"Well then, let's get moving."

Unable to bear the sight of First watching us with that unnerving, blank stare while I was flanked by the two girls, I decided to head for the castle immediately.



"Lady Luna and Lord First? And this person is...?" the gate guard asked, his eyes darting between us.

"My master," Luna declared.

"Fiancé?" Elu added.

"Neither of those is correct," I corrected instantly.

The two of them had just dropped a bombshell on the men guarding the castle. I denied it as fast as I could, but the guards seemed to have already bought into their version of the story.

"Then, our congratulations. Have you come to report to His Majesty?"

"Mm. Can we see him?" Luna asked.

"I will inquire at once!"

One of the guards scrambled inside the castle. He returned almost immediately.

"His Majesty the Emperor will grant you an audience. Please, follow me."

We were ushered into the castle without delay. The Audience Chamber was a vision of solemn grandeur, draped in luxurious red carpets and flanked by rows of stoic soldiers. At the far end of the hall, a man who could only be the Emperor sat upon the throne. He was glaring at us with a terrifyingly intimidating expression.

...Or so it seemed.

"I'm back," Luna said simply.

"Welcome home, Luna! I'm so glad you're safe. Are you hurt? I told you to take this expressionless blockhead, First, with you as an attendant!"

"Didn't need him."

"Quite right. Having a man with a face like a stone wall near you would only be a nuisance."

The moment Luna spoke, the Emperor’s face softened completely, looking for all the world like a doting grandfather. I had suspected Luna held a high position in the Empire, but I was starting to get a very bad feeling about the specifics.

"Now then... First. You are telling me you will serve this boy instead of me?"

"The loser must follow in silence," First replied. "That was the oath, was it not?"

"True. But losing you will significantly diminish the Empire's national strength."

The Emperor turned his gaze toward me, staring intently.

"So. You were called Ruri, weren't you?"

"It’s Yuri, Your Majesty."

I couldn't exactly afford to be rude to the ruler of a superpower. I answered him as respectfully as possible, and the Emperor snapped his fingers in realization.

"Yuri, then. Tell me, do you have any interest in serving me? You have defeated the Empire's First, the Third Rank Puppeteer, the Sixth Rank Swordless, and the Ninth Rank Knight. For someone of your caliber, I could even prepare a title that sits above the First Rank. What say you?"

"I'm honored, but—"

"Yuri is going to be independent," Luna cut in.

"Ho? I see. So that is why the Princess of the Beast Kingdom is at your side."

Wait, has he already deduced my plan to flee to the Beast Kingdom if things go south?

Since I wasn't specifically trying to hide my intentions, I simply nodded.

"Since you have a prior engagement with her, the position of legal wife is likely settled. For a man of your status, a princess is a fitting match," the Emperor mused. "However, that leaves me in a dull position. I would be handing over my First, Third, Sixth, and Ninth ranks for nothing."

No, wait, those people just started following me of their own accord!

"I have it. It would be a poor showing for a man to have only one wife while establishing his own nation. What about Luna? That was the reason she came back to report, wasn't it?"

"Mm. It's a decided matter," Luna added.

Don't just decide my life for me!

Still, a connection to the Empire was a massive asset given my current situation. Refusing outright and triggering an all-out war would be a disaster.

"...How about we revisit this later?" I suggested, trying to stall. "If Luna is still interested once I’ve actually achieved my independence, then we can discuss it?"

A person’s heart is a fickle thing. Especially in Luna’s case—we’d only just met. It wouldn't be surprising if she moved on to someone else in a few months. For now, kicking the can down the road was my best move.

"Very well," the Emperor said with a nod. "Indeed, one requires immense power to break away from a nation and stand alone. I shall lend you whatever aid you require, so do not hesitate to rely on me."

Wait, he makes it sound like I'm about to declare war on the Kingdom of Inraku.

I just want to live a peaceful life, you know?
Dinner Party

Once my talk with the Emperor concluded, I was ushered directly to the dining hall for some reason. 

Frankly, I wanted to head back to the inn immediately.

Every king I’d met seemed to have the same idea: ignore everything I said and try to foist a daughter on me, operating under the assumption that I would soon be establishing an independent nation. 

I understood why the Beast Kingdom wanted to cooperate with the Kingdom of Inraku, given the disparity in their national power. But the Empire was different—they were clearly the stronger of the two. 

A lot of that came down to the overwhelming power of the Single Digits. Perhaps the Emperor only felt he had no choice but to accommodate me because the First Rank had pledged his cooperation. 

Then there was the strategic location of my territory. Although Alf Town was poor in resources, it sat at a crucial junction bordering four different countries. If the Empire stayed on my good side, trade would be far easier for them. They likely had that ulterior motive as well.

I was still technically the son of Duke Lousouth. From a political standpoint, I suppose a marriage to either a princess or another duke’s daughter was inevitable, but—

Luna sat to my right, Elu to my left, and Fee sat directly across from me. It was a three-way standoff. With the Emperor and Empress watching us with indulgent smiles, I couldn’t even tell what the food tasted like.

“I am glad to see our granddaughter doesn't seem to mind the arrangement,” the Empress said, her eyes warm and gentle.

“Mm. I worked hard,” Luna replied.

“Wait, was I not even allowed a veto?” I whispered to Luna.

I’d come to the Empire because they promised me a reward, and now it had turned into a straight-up engagement talk. In the first place, the fact that this kind of formal setting had been arranged meant that Luna’s status was—

“My grandchild is fortunate to be accompanied by a man of such caliber—one who can even defeat the Empire’s First,” the Emperor added.

“Naturally.”

“No, it’s not like I defeated him all by myself…”

“Is the ability to lead such powerful comrades not a strength of your own?”

“If you put it that way, I suppose it is, but…”

I was eventually talked into a corner. The plan for my engagement to Luna remained firmly in place.



Once we finished the meal, the Emperor spoke to me again, his tone shifting.

“I have a request that requires your particular strength. Would you hear me out? To be honest, I have been searching for someone powerful specifically for this matter.”

Hearing those words, I recalled a certain event from the Original Game. It was one of the factors that led to the Empire’s decline after the Mastermind defeated the First Rank. 

Deep within the Empire, a being was sealed—one of the post-game "completionist" elements that possessed power potentially exceeding even the Final Boss. Centuries ago, the First Emperor and the original Single Digits had challenged it, only barely managing to seal it away. That battle had been the catalyst for the creation of the Ninth and the reason the Empire became a Meritocracy. 

If I remember correctly, the Former Demon Lord turned into an Undead out of a lingering grudge against the Hero and was now targeting the original Hero Party.

To anyone unrelated to that history, it was nothing but a major nuisance. However, since the story of the Original Game hadn't even started yet, the seal shouldn't be breaking for quite some time.

“Actually, there is a certain Monster sealed within this Empire.”

“I-I knew it. An Undead…”

“Undead? What are you talking about? It is a Dragon that is sealed.”

“Eh?”

I had never heard of an event like that. Or rather, just how many Monsters did this Empire have sealed away?

“Why bring this to us?”

“Well, is there not a Dragon Slayer among your companions? Moreover, I heard reports that you assisted in a Dragon Subjugation in Nobleburg—even if that turned out to be a false alarm. The timing is so perfect that I can only assume it was ordained by the gods.”

Oh, so it’s just a Dragon.

I did happen to need a large Magic Stone right about now.

“I understand. I’ll investigate and see if it’s something we can handle.”

“Umu, I leave it to you. It is late. We shall discuss the details tomorrow.”

“Dear,” the Empress interjected, “you must mention that other matter as well.”

“Ah, that is right.”

It seemed there was still more. The Emperor’s expression turned even more solemn than when he was talking about the Dragon. 

Is it finally time for the talk about the Former Demon Lord?

As the Emperor’s face darkened, I braced myself and swallowed hard.

“Could you perhaps Renovate the facilities of this castle? Much like you did for the Mercenary Guild in Nobleburg?”

“Eh?”

Come to think of it, I’d been doing all sorts of Renovations under the guise of ‘cleaning.’ Word of that must have leaked to the Emperor from somewhere.

“Yuri-sama… what on earth is he talking about?”

Fee was smiling at me from across the table. It was terrifying.

“N-No, I have absolutely no idea…”

“I have received reports of you constructing a Hot Spring in the basement, creating ‘mysterious toilets,’ and building boxes that keep rooms comfortable even in the freezing cold,” the Emperor continued.

You’re saying too much…!

The highlights vanished from Fee’s eyes.

“W-Wait, Fee. I can explain. Look, I was with you almost the entire time, right? There’s no way I could have done something without you knowing.”

“…There was one day we were apart. The day you left things to Fritz.”

“T-Then it’s Fritz’s fault! Right. Fritz, get over here and sit in seiza—”

“Both of you! Seiza, now!”

““Y-Yes, ma’am!””

For some reason, Fritz and I were forced to kneel in seiza on the dining hall floor. I watched as Emilina leaned over and whispered something into Fee’s ear.

“I see… if I make them eat my Cooking, they’ll really reflect on what they’ve done…?”

the moment I heard Fee’s chilling monologue, both of us slammed our heads against the floor in a desperate kowtow.
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Toward the Dragon Subjugation

I spent the entire night apologizing to Fee. It was the only way to successfully commute my sentence: Execution by Poisoning via Object X.

As for the Object X itself—categorized as Hazardous Material—I managed to make it disappear by shoving it into Ram’s mouth. A Proper Disposal, if you will.

The Empire’s First, First, watched the process with a hint of regret in his eyes, but I chose to ignore him. He was probably thinking something along the lines of how his stomach would grow stronger if he trained it. Better not, I thought, though it was hard to say aloud. I’ll just have him do his best as Fee’s taste-tester alongside Ram.

Ram, who had initially been falling ill from the food, had reached a point where he could eat it with apparent relish and only collapse afterward. Perhaps it really was possible to train one’s stomach after all.

Though, I had a nagging suspicion that Fee’s Cooking Skill was actually leveling up faster than our resistance.



The next day, we were once again ushered into the Audience Chamber.

I would have been perfectly content if the Emperor had just handed us an individual request form. Heck, I would’ve settled for a message delivered by a lowly errand boy. Contrary to my wishes, however, the Emperor insisted on making a grand declaration before a literal army of soldiers.

“For years, we have tasted bitter defeat at the hands of the Black Dragon King. But now, we have secured the aid of these legends! From the Ninth, four of their finest! And from our neighboring Kingdom: Master Sorcerer Yuri, Poison Cook Fee, Dragon Slayer Fritz, Great Saint Emilina, Little Beast King Elu, and finally… Emergency Food—the sheep! With their combined strength, we shall surely achieve the Dragon Subjugation of the Black Dragon King!”

“Ooooooooooh!!” 

A roar of cheers erupted from the soldiers. 

It was a common enough tactic—over-evaluating your allies to bolster the morale of the troops. However, I had my doubts about him arbitrarily assigning us such absurdly overblown titles. Some games might include title-collecting as a completionist element, but that wasn't the case in this world. There was no mechanical bonus for having one.

If anything, the sheer embarrassment of it was a net negative.

“P-Poison…?”

Beside me, Fee looked shell-shocked. It was only natural, considering her hard work was being labeled as literal toxin. Technically, actual poison would be easier to deal with since you can at least build up a resistance to it, I thought.

Then there was the Emperor’s expression. As he uttered those titles, he looked at us with a face that practically screamed, This is the greatest gift I could give you, isn't it? I felt a sudden, intense surge of irritation.

“Now then, as their representative, Lord Yuri, would you care to say a few words?”

Why is he dumping this on me?

The eyes of the entire room locked onto me. I took a deep breath. To be honest, I had nothing to say; this had been thrust upon me so suddenly. I had only accepted the request because the Emperor asked; I had no personal stake or emotional attachment to this dragon.

I opened my mouth to offer some cliché platitude about doing our best, but at that exact moment, the doors to the Audience Chamber slammed open.

“Your Imperial Majesty! Urgent news!”

I stood there with my mouth hanging open, the timing completely ruined, as I turned to look at the messenger.

“What is it?” the Emperor demanded.

“It’s the Black Dragon King! It’s attacking!”

The celebratory atmosphere vanished instantly, replaced by a heavy, stifling dread. This was my cue.

“It’s alright,” I said, my voice cutting through the panic. “We’ve handled Dragon Subjugation requests many times before. Leave this to us and focus on protecting the Imperial Capital.”

“Then, as Emperor, I command you,” the sovereign declared. “Go, and drive away the Black Dragon King!”

“Understood.”

And so, the long, tedious events of the Audience Chamber finally came to an end. We set out to face our target.



“Is this Black Dragon King actually strong?” 

I was sitting in the carriage pulled by Ram, questioning Luna and First.

“…I have never fought it directly,” First admitted.

“Luna has only seen it from a distance, too,” she added.

It seemed information was scarce. It felt wrong for a creature like that to just suddenly appear out of nowhere. Then again, problems seemed to crop up wherever we went. I was starting to suspect there might be a Mastermind pulling the strings behind the scenes.

Still, any opponent that required a lineup this distinguished to be sent out was a serious threat. I had to assume it was stronger than the Undead former Demon Lord—and perhaps even stronger than First. 

Maybe it was so overpowered that they decided to cut it from the Original Game, I mused as we approached the dragon’s lair.

Suddenly, Ram called out from the front.

“I see a delicious-looking snake, meh! Can I eat it, meh?”

“Go ahead, but don’t come crying to me if you get an upset stomach.”

“It’s fine, meh! My stomach is my one true point of pride, meh!”

“Alright. As long as you can eat it while we’re moving.”

“Yay, meh!”

Ram executed a massive leap and snapped something black out of the air.

“…It’s not as tasty as I thought it would be, meh.”

“That’s because you didn't cook it. You should ask Fee to prepare it for you later.”

“I’ll do that, meh!”

With the sheep munching on his snack, we continued our trek into the unknown.
The Vanishing Black Dragon King

We pressed on for about half a day, but there was no sign of the Black Dragon King the soldiers had described.

Had it already left?

It was hard to believe we hadn’t encountered an enemy that was supposedly mid-assault. It left us with two likely possibilities. Either the Black Dragon King had already fled or flown in a different direction, or the report of its appearance had been a lie—a plot to lure the Imperial Capital’s primary forces away. 

Both were equally plausible.

"First, what do you think?" I asked, checking with him. He was the one who knew the Empire's military strength best.

"If the Black Dragon King has made a massive course correction toward the Imperial Capital, we’re in trouble," First replied. "Otherwise, the forces back at the Capital should be able to handle it."

"I’ve been running Search on the area, but I’m not picking up any massive Magic Power readings."

"Then there is a high probability it was never here to begin with."

"...So you agree?"

Thinking back to Nobleburg, reports of Dragons had been suspiciously frequent. This might be a strategy to keep the Emperor on edge while drawing the Empire's First of the Single Digits away from his side.

"Should we turn back?" I asked.

"No, the Second Rank—Chibi—is still at the Empire. If we leave things to that one, there won't be a problem."

It took me a moment to realize who he was talking about, but given the "reliable powerhouse" description, I assumed he meant the Second Rank Magic Swordsman. Though small in stature, they were a terrifying opponent in battle, capable of unleashing Area-of-Effect Attacks while simultaneously stripping away our Support Magic—all while wielding high-tier Swordsmanship.

However, they were susceptible to Debuffs. Specifically, their low resistance to Sleep made the "stunlock-to-death" tactic the most viable way to deal with them.

"I see. In that case, we should probably stick to the plan and keep looking for the Black Dragon King a little longer."

"Perhaps," First said, "but searching blindly is inefficient. Should we split up?"

"That seems like the best move."

"Just don't go trying to take it down solo if you stumble upon it," I warned.

"...I know."

He had that look on his face—the look of a man who was definitely going to try and take it down solo. If he actually pulled it off, fine, but our opponent was likely a monster of a foe. I wasn't about to let such a valuable asset throw his life away.

"First, take Emilina and Fritz with you."

In the unlikely event that First went rogue, I or Fritz were probably the only ones who could stop him. I chose the teams with that in mind.

First knit his brows in disapproval. "I am more than enough on my own."

"I’m aware of your strength. This is just a precaution to make sure you don't overextend."

"...Fine."

He gave his reluctant consent.

"We also need to keep the Emperor informed. Ram, Lark, Gale—sorry, but can I leave that to you?"

"Is it food time, baa?" Ram asked.

"...No."

"Can't be helped, baa. I'll make it quick, baa."

Ram tossed the two of them onto its back—more like launched them into the air—and bolted away at high speed.

"Well then, shall we?"

I had Luna manifest a doll, and we began our search in the opposite direction from First.



Back in the Imperial Capital, Ram was careening through the streets, completely ignoring the pedestrians.

"Finishing this quick, baa!!"

"Wait! Whoa! Stop, stop!" Lark screamed.

"Sheep don't have emergency brakes, baa!"

Ram slammed straight into the Castle Gate, shattering it as it forced its way inside. The impact left the sheep dazed, its head spinning. In the confusion of the crash, it accidentally hacked up the Black Snakes it had been snacking on earlier.

The two men and the sheep were immediately surrounded by the palace guards.

"W-Wait! I’m Lark, the Ninth Rank!" Lark shouted in a panic as the Emperor emerged from the back of the hall.

"Has something happened?" the Emperor asked.

"Your Majesty... we’ve come in haste to deliver a report."

The Emperor’s gaze, however, was fixed on the Black Snakes Ram had vomited onto the floor.

"What is this? You've already subjugated it? As expected of the man Luna chose. Where is Yuri?"

"...Huh?" Lark stared at the Emperor, completely lost.

"What, did he not tell you? Yuri can be surprisingly flighty at times. This creature here is the Black Dragon King. Have you not come to report its death?"

"Ah... Y-Yes. Exactly. That’s right. We came to report that we killed this... uh, black snake."

Without any idea what was actually happening, Lark had no choice but to nod along with the Emperor’s assessment.

"And what of Yuri and the others?"

"They’re still scouting the perimeter to ensure there’s no further danger."

"I see. It wouldn't be unusual for the Black Dragon King to have brought other Dragons in its wake."

"Also, Your Majesty, there is one more thing. There is a possibility that a Spy has infiltrated—"

"If you mean the mole, I have already captured them."

Apparently, the crisis of the Black Dragon King had reached its conclusion. Lark let out a long, exhausted sigh of relief.
VS the Black Dragon King?

After pushing the Giant Doll at high speeds for some time, I finally detected a massive surge of Magic Power. It was coming from the edge of a precipitous cliff. However, the source didn't seem to be preparing an ambush. 

It felt more like we had been lured here.

"What is this power...?" Luna whispered, her face pale with terror. 

The sheer volume of Magic Power emanating from the cliffside was staggering. 

So, this is the Black Dragon King, I thought. It possesses power beyond anything I imagined. 

We hadn't even seen the creature yet, and the pressure was already this heavy. How crushing would it feel when we actually stood face-to-face? Still, I wasn't the type of person to rush headlong into a death trap.

"Luna, can you get us out of here immediately?"

"I’m okay," she replied, steadied by my voice.

"Then, I’ll rel—"

Before I could finish my request, a voice boomed from the cliffside.

"This presence... is it a loathsome human? One of those who planted a curse within me—"

It seemed the Black Dragon King was addressing us directly.

"Curse? I only came here because you were the one attacking us," I called back.

"Why would I waste my time attacking puny humans? Such a thing would be a pointless use of my existence."

What did that mean? The soldiers had definitely pointed us in this direction, claiming the Black Dragon King was the aggressor. Yet this creature claimed it hadn't attacked anyone. Under normal circumstances, taking an enemy's word at face value would be foolish, but in this specific instance, the dragon didn't seem to be lying.

If that's the case, I realized, it's more likely that someone wanted this creature out of the way and tricked us into attacking it.

"Fine. We’re leaving," I said.

"You think you can lay a hand on me and leave unscathed? Prepare yourself!"

Suddenly, the Magic Power near the cliff compressed into a dense point before erupting as a Breath attack. The white light was so dazzling I almost instinctively shut my eyes. However, taking a hit like that would be fatal. I hurriedly focused my own power, manifesting a Black Magic Barrier to intercept it.

"Ho... to think a mere human could block my Attack."

Tch. It’s even stronger than I thought. If I stay here alone, I’ll be stuck on the defensive.

The Black Dragon King didn't look like it was going to let me slip away to contact First and the others. I caught Fee’s eye and gave her a brief look. She nodded. My only chance of winning was to create an opening and have Fee fetch reinforcements.

Honestly, why is everyone I meet so ridiculously strong? I’ve had more than enough of these Losing Events.

Between the fight with First—which was a scripted Losing Event—and now this, I felt like I was constantly being forced into battles I was never meant to have.

I funneled Magic Power into my palms, firing a barrage of Dark Bullets to counter the Light Breath. Our magical outputs seemed to be evenly matched, which meant this wasn't going to be settled with spells alone. That presented a major problem. If it couldn't win with magic, it would eventually resort to brute physical force. That was why I’d wanted to fight alongside First and Fritz.

Wait... why hasn't it shown itself yet?

There had to be a reason the dragon was staying hidden. If I could figure it out, I might find a way to break the stalemate. But I couldn't move; if I stopped blocking, the attacks would tear right through Fee and the others behind me. I had to hold the line.

Just as I was bracing for the next blast, Luna stepped up beside me.

"I can take at least one hit."

"Fee can dodge," Fee added, her voice determined.

"I... I'll... I will endure it!" Elu stammered.

There’s no way Elu can survive a direct hit, I thought. Yet, the three of them were trying to give me a window of opportunity. I felt a surge of gratitude.

"Sorry. Just hold out for one shot. Leave the rest to me."

"Leave it to us," they replied.

The moment the words left their lips, I activated Flight Magic. I shot into the air, racing toward the cliffside. Another Breath attack streaked past me, but Luna managed to intercept it by layering multiple Giant Dolls into a makeshift wall.

Safe in the knowledge that they were okay for the moment, I accelerated toward the source of that massive Magic Power. When I arrived, I found a colossal, pure-white dragon sprawled on the ground, groaning in agony.

"...Wait. You're white? But you're the Black Dragon King."

"Who... who are you calling the Black Dragon King!?" the white dragon roared, its voice booming despite its obvious distress. "Don't you dare group me with that snake!"

It immediately winced, letting out a pained groan.

"Loathsome humans... to plant such a curse in me..."

This was my chance. I activated Appraisal.

"You! What are you doing?! Is that... a beam from your eyes!?"

The dragon tried to scramble away in a panic, but I ignored its flailing and focused on the results.



Name: Lumiere White Dragon

Gender: ♀ | Age: 215 | Race: White Dragon Race

Job: White Dragon God  



Level: 100

HP: 7568/9213 (SS)

MP: 1242/9999 (SS)  



Attack: 218 (SS)

Defense: 163 (S)

Agility: 142 (S)

Magic Power: 324 (SS)  



[Skills]

Breath: 10 (S), Telepathy: 10 (S), Humanization: 10 (EX), Limit Break: 10 (EX), etc.

[Magic]

Fire: 11 (S), Light: 15 (SS)

[Status]

Overeating  



I hadn't realized the system showed status ailments. Perhaps the display had upgraded itself because I'd been using it so frequently. 

However, the word "curse" was nowhere to be found. The sole reason this "Black Dragon King" was suffering was because of Overeating.

"Wait, this is your own damn fault!?"

I couldn't help myself. I summoned a massive boulder and dropped it right on the dragon's head.
Dragon Boot Camp

"Wh-what are you doing!?" the dragon stammered.

"Now that I’ve realized you’re the cause of this entire mess, you didn't think I'd just leave you be, did you?" I replied. "I’m going to solve the root of this Curse for you."

"C-can you really do such a thing?"

She was finally listening to reason. It seemed her current state was truly agonizing. Of course, since the cause is nothing more than simple Overeating, she’d return to normal if she just stopped eating for a while.

But if I left her to her own devices, she’d eventually stuff her face again, raise a fuss about being "cursed," and return to level the town. She was a colossal nuisance. To prevent a repeat performance, I intended to force her into a strict regimen until her body was trimmed down enough to keep her gluttony in check.

"I can," I said, my voice dropping an octave. "However, this will be a long and painful ordeal. Are you prepared to see it through?"

The Black Dragon King instinctively gasped at the intensity of my gaze. Then, with a look of grim determination, she nodded.

"I beg of you. I shall prove that I can endure any ordeal."

She was certainly motivated. Apparently, the discomfort of Overeating was that severe for her. 

In that case, I’ll be as thorough as possible.

I let a wicked grin spread across my face. The Black Dragon King looked back at me, her expression flickering with the sudden, haunting realization that she might have been too hasty with her answer.



"Run! Keep running!" I barked.

"W-wait... at least... let me fly..."

"Don't talk back! Do you want to break the Curse or not?"

"I-I do, but what on earth does this have to do with—"

"I said no talking back! That’s another ten laps!"

"Wh-where am I even supposed to run...?"

Despite not having completed a single proper lap, the Black Dragon King was already wheezing. This was going to take a considerable amount of time.

"I-it is nearly time... I am hungry..."

"It’s still morning," I countered. "Wait until noon. I'll have a meal prepared."

"If I wait that long, I shall starve! If I do not consume three meals in the morning, I will perish!"

For a fleeting second, her logic almost sounded normal. Then I actually processed the words.

Right. I need to thoroughly crush that nonsense out of her so she never utters it again.

"W-wait! I'll die! I'm really going to die!"

"Don't worry," I said flatly. "Even if you do..."

"D-don't tell me... that legendary Resurrection Magic?"

"No. Rest assured that when you're gone, there’s someone here who will happily eat every last scrap of you, right down to the bone. You won't go to waste."

"Then I would just stay dead!"

"Well, you'd be dead, so that’s only natural, right? It’s a waste to just leave a carcass rotting, so I’d just be making effective use of the—"

"I cannot afford to die so carelessly!"

"Then stop resting. Move. Run."

"Ugh... have I sold my soul to a Demon...?"

The Black Dragon King began to trot again, weeping as she went. Eventually, Fee and the others approached, likely wondering why the Attacks had ceased.

"What's going on?" Fee asked.

"The Black Dragon King got fat from Overeating, so I’m currently forcing her to lose weight."

"Is this... not torture?"

"It’s just exercise. Ah, that reminds me. Fee, I have a favor to ask. I can only rely on you for this."

"Of course! What do I need to do?"

"I need to prepare her lunch, but—"

"Is it okay if Fee makes it? I feel like it will turn out like last time."

It was a valid concern. If I let her follow her heart, she’d undoubtedly create Substance X. However, if I provided a strict recipe and she didn't attempt any "creative" arrangements, it should be fine. Besides, Substance X seemed like it would be effective for weight loss in its own special way, so the outcome didn't really matter.

"It'll be fine. Just make it exactly as I tell you."

"Understood! Fee will do her best!"

As Fee fired herself up, I went over the available ingredients and gave her specific instructions on what to prepare.



Time crawled by. By the time noon approached, the Black Dragon King had collapsed, her strength completely spent.

"F-finally... the food..."

"Good grief. At least your gluttony is world-class," I remarked.

"Wh-whose fault is that!?"

"Yours."

I wasn't the one who had stuffed her full of Meat. If she had exercised an ounce of self-control, she wouldn't be in this position.

"No matter how you look at it, it is your fault! B-but regardless... food. All-you-can-eat Meat... extra-large servings..."

"No. I’ve prepared your meal. It’s Shojin Cuisine."

"That name sounds like it won't fill my stomach at all! No! I refuse! I want to eat Meat!"

The Black Wolf King began to throw a petulant tantrum, looking for all the world like a spoiled child.

"If you're going to be like that, I’ll just leave. Your Curse won't be cured, though. Is that what you want?"

"Ugh... I-I understand. I shall endure it until the Curse is lifted."

"Good. That’s a sensible answer. Don't worry, it’s not like I’m feeding you poison."

I had Fee bring out the plate. However, despite my very clear instructions, the dish sitting there was undeniably Substance X. The dragon stared at it with a look of profound suspicion.

"No matter how you look at it, that is poison, is it not?"

"It’s fine. You’ll understand once you taste it."

I didn't give her a choice. I forcibly shoved the Substance X into the Black Dragon King's massive maw.

"S-stop... Gwaaaaaargh!"

The Black Dragon King let out a blood-curdling scream. Her eyes rolled back into her head, and she collapsed into unconsciousness.
The Former Demon King

The Black Dragon King consumed Substance X, and the effect was instantaneous. Thick white smoke vented from its scales as its massive frame began to dissolve.

Slowly, the draconic form shrank and shifted, molding itself into a human shape.

When the smoke cleared, a pale girl with long, silver hair lay on the ground. She had lost consciousness, though her body still reflexively retched, spilling more of that Substance X from her lips. 

She wasn't wearing a stitch of clothing, so I immediately spun around. 

While I kept my back turned, Fee moved in to dress the Black Dragon King.

"Does this actually count as a subjugation?" Elu asked, her voice tinged with doubt.

"Um... it might be a case of mistaken identity. Or rather, the wrong Dragon entirely."

Elu had a point. Despite being called the Black Dragon King, the girl was as white as snow. Even my Appraisal results were displaying her name as White Dragon God.

Then again, there was always a chance Appraisal was glitching. If this wasn't the Black Dragon King, it raised the question of where the real one had gone. Or perhaps I had simply overlooked the possibility that the soldiers had mistaken a Black Dragon for a White one from the start.

Regardless, the threat had been neutralized. If we kept this routine up for a few more days, the quest for the White Dragon God [Black Dragon King] would be officially complete.

The rest just depends on how hard she’s willing to work, I thought.

I gave a dry, pragmatic smile and splashed a handful of cold Water onto the unconscious girl’s face.

"Hah?! W-what happened?! If I recall, I came here to eat, and then a Demon..."

"You’re awake? Good. Let's get back to the training."

"Hieee! A-A Demon?!"

"How rude," I said. "I might look like this, but I'm just a normal person."

"I-I suppose that’s true. You certainly look the part, but... then why?"

"Well, now that you’ve had your Cooking, it’s time for the next exercise."

"I—I have no memory of eating anything yet!"

"You just finished," I countered, pointing to the ground. "Look, the plate is right there in front of you."

The girl caught sight of the faint purple smears of Substance X remaining on the dish and let out a blood-curdling scream.

"This is actually working out well," I noted. "It doubles as practice for Fee’s Cooking."

"I-I just want normal food—"

"Fee’s Cooking is perfectly normal."

"No... someone save me..."

Elu watched with a wry, pained smile as I forced the reluctant girl back into her grueling regimen.

◇　◆　◇

The trio of First, Emilina, and Fritz had been scouring the area for the Black Dragon King, a search that had somehow led them deep underground.

"I really don't think there's going to be a Dragon down here, you know?" Fritz complained.

They were currently navigating a Dungeon that bore a striking resemblance to the Ancient King's Tomb. 

First, however, remained undeterred. "True, a Dragon couldn't fly without a view of the sky. But we haven't found it anywhere else. Doesn't it stand to reason it would be hiding in a place like this?"

"No, it doesn't. The only things hiding down here are Undead, Dragon Zombies, and other Monsters of that ilk."

"Exactly what I was hoping for!" First declared.

"Don't hope for that!" Fritz barked.

The moment Fritz’s voice echoed through the halls, Skeletons clawed their way out of the earth, surrounding the group.

"I see," First said, his voice dropping into a calm, analytical tone. "Make a loud noise in here, and the Monsters attack."

"Is this really the time for analysis?!" Fritz panicked, raising his Shovel into a defensive stance.

In that heartbeat, the Skeletons were pulverized into fine dust.

"They aren't even enough to entertain me," First muttered.

Fritz lowered his Shovel, feeling like an idiot for even bothering to prepare for a fight. First’s power was simply too overwhelming.

"Hey... are we even necessary for this?" Fritz asked.

"We are likely here to provide a baseline for common sense," Emilina replied with a faint, weary smile.

They followed in First’s wake, and before they knew it, they had reached the lowest floor of the crypt.

"How disappointing," First sighed. "I suppose a Dragon really wouldn't be in a place like this."

"You should have realized that the moment we started heading downstairs!" Fritz yelled, though his retort was ignored as usual.

"By the way," First said, his expression turning serious. "I mentioned joining his ranks, but which faction does Yuri-sama actually belong to?"

"Yuri is with the Kingdom of Inraku—"

"He represents a Complete Independent State, of course," Emilina interrupted, clapping her hands together happily.

Fritz looked at her with pure exasperation. "There you go, making things up again..."

"No," First said, nodding. "For Yuri-sama, such a thing would be only natural. I expect he will achieve nothing less than world unification."

"Oh, I couldn't agree more!"

For some reason, Emilina and First found common ground and began laughing together. Fritz, left out in the cold, slumped his shoulders.

"Am I the crazy one here? Usually, 'independence' involves actually, you know, building a country, right?"

"On another note... do you think that's the Black Dragon King?" First asked.

His tone had shifted. Standing before them was a Lich clutching a gnarled staff, radiating an aura of absolute malice and pressure.

"No... no matter how you look at it, that's not a Dragon," Fritz said.

"But it looks quite powerful," Emilina added. "Perhaps it's the type that can transform?"

"I see," First said, a joyful smile spreading across his face. "In that case, we'll just classify it as the Black Dragon King and proceed with the subjugation."

Without another word, First lunged forward, his blade whistling through the air toward the Lich.
Three Black Dragon Kings?

By the time Fritz realized what had happened, the shattered remains of the Lich lay scattered before him.

The end had come in a heartbeat.

In the span of a single blink, First had vanished, reappearing only after he had carved the Lich’s body into a dozen pieces.

“Wait, what?!”

Fritz’s voice escaped him just as the butchered Lich began to laugh.

“Ka-ka-ka! Do you really think an Attack of this level could affect one who has claimed the power of immortality?”

“No,” First replied flatly. “It’s already over.”

“W-what...?”

In the game, Automatic HP Recovery was constantly active for this enemy. It was impossible to defeat without dealing damage that exceeded its regeneration rate. On top of that, it unleashed spells of devastating power and possessed lethal physical strikes—an opponent truly worthy of the title of a former Demon Lord.

However, the gashes First had carved into its form were not closing.

“Did you truly believe such a pitiful level of resurrection would work against me?”

“M-my body... it’s crumbling... I haven’t... I haven’t taken my revenge on the Hero and his party yet...”

“I see. Then your defeat stems from the fact that you neglected to train your own Meat while preoccupied with such trifles.”

First turned his back on the creature.

As he did, the Lich disintegrated into sand, leaving behind a massive Magic Stone, a heavy staff, and a few stray bones.

“We shall take this Magic Stone back as proof that the Black Dragon King has been subjugated.”

“Wait, wait, wait! No matter how you look at it, that was a completely different enemy!”

“No problem.”

I see nothing but problems, Fritz thought, though he sensed it would be wiser to regroup with Yuri before arguing further.

“Fine. If we’re going with the ‘Black Dragon King’ story, we should probably let Yuri know, right?”

“Indeed. We shall inform him immediately! Do not dally!”

With that, First completely ignored the one-way path. He marched toward a solid, featureless wall and began digging a hole with his bare hands.

“Can I ask why you’re digging?”

“Because I can sense Yuri-sama’s presence in this direction!”

“Okay, but wouldn't it be faster to just go outside and walk there normally?”

“Are you a fool? The time spent traveling to the surface would be a total waste.”

“Digging a tunnel is a bigger waste of time!”

“No problem. If I dig at a speed equal to a walking pace, the issue is resolved.”

“...That resolves nothing. In the first place, there’s no way you can—"

Before Fritz could finish his protest, First had already vanished into the depths of the wall. 

By sheer force of will, he fulfilled his promise of maintaining a walking pace through the rock, tunneling straight toward the source of Yuri's presence.

◇　◆　◇

Several hours had passed since we started the Dragons’ Boot Camp.

My stomachache had completely cleared up, but the White Dragon God’s sagging belly was still going strong. I had to harden my heart and continue the training if I wanted to fix it quickly.

Suddenly, a massive hole opened in the ground, and First emerged from the dirt.

“Yuri-sama. I suspected I would find you here.”

I was a little surprised he had come up through the floor, but then again, the man was elusive and unpredictable by nature. I suppose some days just called for tunneling.

“Did something happen?”

“I have returned from defeating the Black Dragon King,” First declared, his voice brimming with confidence.

I looked at the girl currently struggling through her diet right in front of me. Since the real Black Dragon King was occupied with cardio, it was easy to imagine First had found a different Dragon entirely. Or perhaps he had just killed something with comparable power.

First is surprisingly impulsive sometimes, I thought as I pointed toward our captive.

“Oh? Why is the White Dragon God in a place like this?” First asked.

“That’s the Black Dragon King,” I corrected.

“No, no. No matter how you look at it, she’s white, isn't she?”

Fritz had finally climbed out of the hole, sounding exasperated. However, First’s eyes began to gleam with a strange intensity.

“Indeed, this is the Black Dragon King. So long as one claims the title of Dragon King, they must possess power on the level of a Dragon God.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about anymore,” Fritz muttered.

“So,” I asked, “what kind of thing did you guys actually kill?”

“It was made of bones,” First said.

“I see. A Dragon Zombie or something similar? I suppose if it was a Dragon of the Dark Attribute, it’s only natural you’d mistake it for the Black Dragon King.”

“It was a Lich. It had absolutely nothing to do with Dragons...”

Fritz looked like he wanted to scream, but Emilina quickly clamped a hand over his mouth.

“W-what are you doing?!”

“That thing was likely an even more troublesome enemy than the Black Dragon King,” she whispered. “Instead of making a scene, it’s better for everyone if we just agree that it was the Black Dragon King and leave it at that.”

“...I see. So that’s why you two are being so insistent about it. But wait, then where did the actual Black Dragon King go?”

“I’m not sure,” Emilina replied. “But since she hasn't appeared on Yuri-sama’s Magic Power Detection, she must not be nearby.”

Fritz looked back at the training field, his expression deadpan. “Anyway, what on earth are we even watching right now?”

“The sight of a Dragon God being forced to run laps,” she said.

“I really don’t understand any of this.”

Regardless of their confusion, the grueling special training continued until the sun began to sink below the horizon.
The Black Dragon King (White Dragon)

The results of the special training were becoming glaringly obvious.

The Black Dragon King’s potbelly had receded just a fraction, and the stomach pains she’d mistaken for a curse had vanished entirely. However, her terror of Yuri had reached new heights.

She lay sprawled on the ground, gasping for air.

"If you keep this up for a few months, you'll probably manage to break that 'curse' for good."

"M-months? Of this...?"

"Don't worry. I'm involved now, so I'll see this through to the bitter end."

The Black Dragon King pulled herself up and looked at me with eyes that didn't seem to want to become a comrade 《seemed to want to become a comrade》.

In a game, this was likely the moment where the [Yes] [No] prompt would appear. Without a moment's hesitation, I mentally clicked [Yes].

"No! Not happening! I intend to fully enjoy my life of sloth!"

"Right, I get it. You say that, but you're actually itching for more training, aren't you?"

"N-no, you're wrong!"

"I have to report the quest, so just come along for now."

"That is why I said I will stay here... Hey, don't pull me!"

Perhaps the human form was less taxing while exhausted, as she had shifted into a girl's shape. I simply bound her in rope and lashed her to the carriage. 

Then, the carriage set off.

"This is torture by any definition! Once this curse is broken, you'll regret this!"

"You don't have to hide your embarrassment, you know? I understand perfectly."

"You don't understand at all!"

As the Black Dragon King continued her noisy protests, we made our way back toward the Royal Capital.



Upon our return to the Imperial Capital, we were welcomed by the Emperor before we could even offer our report.

"You have done well to return. I have been waiting."

Presumably, since he had deployed his maximum force, he expected nothing less than results.

"About the Black Dragon King request—we've successfully completed the subjugation."

"Ah, yes, I've already confirmed it. That was undoubtedly the Black Dragon King."

I hadn't even produced proof of the kill yet, and the Emperor already knew. Did he have some kind of ability to track quest results from afar?

"If you already know, then this will be quick. About that Black Dragon King..."

As if prearranged, First and I both presented what we believed to be the target.

"There were a few things that looked the part, so I just killed them all," I said.

"I-I am telling you that I am the White Dragon God!" she cried out.

"I've got this," First added.

First placed a massive Magic Stone on the table. The Emperor’s eyes widened at the sight of them.

"Wa-wait a moment! White Dragon God? And what is this gargantuan Magic Stone?!"

The Emperor’s face was a mask of pure confusion.

"Is something wrong? It’s the Black Dragon King."

"No, no! The Black Dragon King was already brought back earlier by that Meat!"

Ram?

Come to think of it, she was eating something on the way back. Don't tell me... Was the thing Ram ate the actual Black Dragon King?

No, that couldn't be right. If it was an opponent Ram could finish off that easily, it must have been a fake.

"So, has it already been digested, then?"

"She left just enough of the shape behind for me to recognize it as the Black Dragon King," the Emperor replied.

"...Was it really the Black Dragon King?"

"There is no mistake. I confirmed it clearly with my own eyes."

If he had personally verified it, then it was a fact. In that case, what on earth was this dragon we had in tow?

"Who are you, then?" I asked.

"That is why I have been saying I am the White Dragon God all along!"

"Ah, the pet, Shiro."

"I am not a pet!"

"But you looked like you wanted to become my comrade, right?"

"...Fine, whatever. Do as you wish."

The White Dragon God finally buckled and gave up.

"In that case," I mused, "whose Magic Stone did I bring back?"

"That's why I told you a Lich couldn't be a dragon, didn't I?" Fritz said with an exasperated look.

A Lich in this region usually meant a former Demon Lord, but that wasn't something you just stumbled across and killed easily. It probably wasn't a boss-class entity, but rather some nameless, slightly overpowered mid-boss.

"A-anyway, you have done well. With this, your name will spread throughout the Empire. This should more than suffice to establish you as Luna's fiancé."

The Emperor nodded with satisfaction.

"Now, regarding the reward. Is there anything you desire? If it is within my power, I shall grant it."

"Then I'd ask for your support. Be our backup if we ever find ourselves in a bind."

Securing the aid of the Empire alongside the Beast Kingdom would make us a formidable force. Furthermore, I'd even managed to recruit First, the ultimate enemy character. 

For some reason, I was also being railroaded into an engagement with Luna, but I told myself that was likely a temporary lapse in the Emperor's judgment. Regardless, I was satisfied. We had achieved more than enough in the Empire.
In the Holy Principality of Ames

I had finally returned home to the Holy Principality of Ames.

My father, the current Duke, was currently staring at the air conditioner I had brought back. He was beyond simple moved; he was practically worshipping the Divine Tool, tears streaming down his face as he prayed before it.

"I never even dreamed that I would lay eyes upon a Divine Tool in my lifetime," he whispered.

"What is more, Father, the one who created this is still among us," I added.

He snapped his head toward me, eyes wide. "Where is this person now!?"

"He laments this world of constant conflict. He seeks to establish an Independent State to unify the entire world."

I knew Yuri would likely faint if he heard how I was framing his goals, but my father swallowed the story whole. Permanent global peace had always been the ultimate ambition of the Holy Principality of Ames. He didn't harbor a single shred of doubt that a God—the creator of Divine Tools—intended to achieve exactly that.

"In that case, we cannot afford to fall behind," Father declared, his voice trembling with resolve. "We must begin preparations to hand over the country immediately."

"Father, are you certain!?"

"It is only natural. This is a nation meant to be ruled by the divine. If God has appeared, the natural order dictates that He should lead us. So, where is He now?"

"He is currently traveling through other nations on business. However, I have received word that He plans to become engaged to the princess of the Beast Kingdom."

Father faltered for a moment, a shadow of hesitation crossing his face.

"We need to investigate the movements of the other powers," he mused. "I doubt any nation would leave such a figure alone, the Beast Kingdom notwithstanding."

"Understood," I replied. "I will dispatch a spy to look into the matter."

"I’m counting on you, Marina. Everything we do is for the sake of our God."



It wasn't long before the reports started trickling in. Every piece of information was more outrageous than the last.

"Father, I have gathered the intelligence on the other nations," I said, entering his study.

"And? What did you find?"

"It is exactly as you feared. Every major power has already begun to move."

"So, we really are late to the game..." Father’s expression darkened with frustration.

"The Empire's movements are the most blatant. In addition to offering up the Emperor's Grandson, they have apparently dispatched several of the Single Digits—the Ninth—to serve as His military force."

"For the meritocratic Empire to go that far... We cannot let them outmaneuver us. Marina."

I knew exactly what he was going to say before the words even left his lips.

"I have no objections, Father," I said firmly. "Should Lord Yuri desire it, I am prepared to marry into his house immediately."

"Good. I’m counting on you."

"However," I hesitated, "the intelligence regarding the other two nations is… problematic."

Father narrowed his eyes. "...In what way?"

"First, the Trismalis Demon Kingdom. With the Demon Lord currently missing, the Four Heavenly Kings have taken control of the Demon Race. They’ve concluded that a human from the Kingdom of Inraku kidnapped their leader. They are currently mobilizing for an invasion."

"And where exactly does the Demon Kingdom border?"

"Alf Town—the very heart of the land God currently rules."

The moment the words left my mouth, Father slammed his fist onto the desk, the wood groaning under the impact.

"They would dare attack God!?" he roared. "Such blasphemy cannot be overlooked! Prepare for war at once! This is a Holy War to protect our God!"

"Wait, Father! There is more! The situation is even more volatile than that!"

"What now!? Which country is it this time!?"

"The Kingdom of Inraku... the very nation where Lord Yuri currently resides."

"Fine! We’ll crush them too!"

"Please, wait! The information from Inraku is being tightly suppressed; nothing is confirmed yet. Since Lord Yuri is technically a subject there, any clumsy intervention on our part might cause Him to despise us."

Father went quiet, processing the risk. "...I see. Then we shall position our troops so they can respond the moment an emergency arises. No... I want you to go back there, Marina. Can you do that?"

"Of course. I’ll be ready to depart immediately. But what about you, Father?"

"I will lead the campaign against the Demon Kingdom. It is the only logical choice."

"Actually... for some reason, the Demon Lord himself is currently staying in Lord Yuri’s territory."

Father stared at me, his jaw dropping. "Hah!? What in the world are you talking about!?"

"I don't know," I admitted, feeling a headache coming on. "The situation is so convoluted that even I can't make sense of it anymore..."

"...I see. Then this has already escalated beyond our ability to manage. We have no choice but to leave it in God's hands."

Father stood up and grabbed his formal traveling coat.

"We will follow God’s lead. Prepare to depart for the Divine Kingdom immediately. And Marina? Make sure we have the finest tributes ready."

"Understood. I'll see to it at once."

I hurried from the room to begin my preparations. Of course, I made sure to mobilize a minimum tactical force—just in case we needed to act.



With this, Chapter Three comes to a close.

In Chapter Four, the stage returns once again to Alf Town.
Hospitality

I arrived in Alf Town in a carriage so excessively luxurious it felt entirely out of place against the rugged landscape. 

It was a necessary task, I suppose, but that didn’t make traveling to this backwater Frontier Region any more pleasant. I spent the entire journey with a scowl etched onto my face, my mind racing with ways to vent my mounting frustration.

What could possibly be so appealing about this place? I wondered. "If he wanted to be a Lord, he could have chosen a territory much closer to home." 

Of course, the answer was obvious. Had Yuri tried to claim a territory near the capital, my other siblings would have moved to block him immediately. 

"He’d better have prepared a decent inn at the very least," I grumbled to the empty carriage. I knew the reality of the frontier; "decent" buildings usually didn't exist. I was bracing myself for a hovel where sleeping on the ground might actually be the more hygienic option. The mere thought of it sent my mood spiraling further into the depths. 

Yuri hadn’t invited me, of course. I had come of my own volition just to find things to complain about. I was acting like a common pest, but I felt I had every right to be.

The carriage finally ground to a halt.

"Finally. Honestly, how long do they intend to keep me waiting?" 

I stepped out of the carriage slowly, my eyes narrowed as I prepared to sneer. Now, let’s see just how tattered my foolish younger brother’s territory is—

"…Eh!?"

I froze. A massive, imposing City Wall loomed over me. 

There was no way a rural Frontier Region should have a fortification this strong. Had I been taken to the wrong location? No, the travel time was exact; there was no doubt I was in the frontier. 

Perhaps the family hadn't been able to send Yuri into the wastes with nothing, so they had secretly granted him a fortified stronghold instead of a mere village. It made sense; this land bordered foreign powers. If this place had been a defenseless backwater, it would have been a scandal.

Wait. Did Yuri realize that? Did he desire to become the Lord of this specific land because he knew its true value?

The realization that he was living a comfortable life made me grit my teeth in fury. Just how much income is he generating here? I’m his sister—I have a right to a cut of that wealth. I found myself spiraling into a greedy, impossible delusion.

Then, a voice broke my thoughts.

"Welcome, Older Sister."

It was Sasha. She grasped the hem of her skirt and bowed. Her dress was simple—nice enough, but it lacked the gaudy luxury of my own. Seeing her properly acknowledge her subordinate position finally allowed my mood to lift, if only slightly.

"Thank you for the greeting," I said, smoothing my features. "The fact that you’re the one here means there’s no mistake—this is indeed Alf Town."

"It is, Older Sister."

"But why are you the one meeting me? Shouldn't Yuri be the one standing here?"

"Big Brother is currently away on negotiations with another nation. We dispatched a fast horse the moment we heard news of your arrival, but it hasn't reached him yet."

"I see. Since this place is situated where it is, I imagine there are constant headaches to deal with."

"It’s a vulnerable position," Sasha replied, her voice pragmatic. "If another country attacked, we wouldn’t stand a chance. Big Brother is constantly on edge."

"Hee, is that so?"

If the territory is that much of a burden, then trying to seize it might be more trouble than it’s worth, I thought. Sasha noticed my expression, her eyebrows furrowing for a fraction of a second, but I was far too preoccupied to notice such a trivial change.

"Well, it can't be helped," I sighed. "By the way, is there actually an inn fit for my stay in a place like this?"

"Of course. Our options are limited, but I have prepared the absolute best we have to offer."

"I suppose I’ll look forward to it. I’ll try to enjoy myself, though I won't hold my breath."



I knew my sister's nature all too well. Miranda was the type to find a flaw in a diamond just to hear herself talk. I had made my preparations with that specific brand of pettiness in mind. 

The primary issue was the lack of a proper Noble Inn, but I could gloss over that by blaming the frontier setting. What mattered was the interior. Yuri had performed extensive Magic Remodeling on the building, turning it into a facility packed with his latest Cutting-edge Magic Tools.

We arrived at the inn. Not even ten seconds passed before Miranda’s voice shrieked through the building.

"Why does this dilapidated shack have a Magic Tool that blows cold Wind!?" she screamed. "And why on earth does a mere inn have its own private Bath!?"

To those of us living here, these things had already become our new standard. To Miranda, they were marvels that defied everything she knew about the world.
Nemesis

"Was there something you were dissatisfied with?"

A voice cut through the air, responding to my angry outburst. I turned toward the sound, a scowl reflexively tightening my features.

"W-Why are you here!?" I stammered.

Standing there, as poised as ever, was Alexia.

"Even if you ask why... I am currently overseeing the children's studies," she replied, her tone infuriatingly calm.

I looked closer and spotted a cheeky-looking brat hiding behind her skirts. The boy looked back and forth between Alexia and me, his eyes widening with realization.

"A Cutting Board and a Watermelon?"

The little...

"Who are you calling a Cutting Board!?" I snapped. "I’ll have you know I clearly have some substance here!"

"My, my," Alexia sighed, "it really isn't polite to compare people to kitchen utensils."

"T-There’s a possibility that I'm the Watermelon in this scenario, isn't there!?" I shot back, desperate to reclaim some dignity.

Alexia gave me a look of pity that made my skin crawl. "I believe clinging to non-existent fantasies is a poor habit, don't you think?"

"You're the one with those two obstructive objects attached," I hissed. "There's a limit to how vulgar a person can be."

"I suppose so. I'd honestly prefer if they'd disappear. They make my shoulders ache, and it’s not as if I gain anything from having them—"

Her words only made me more enraged. 

"Enough! You're the Saint, aren't you!? Shouldn't you be back at the Royal Capital doing your job?"

"As for that, Emilina-san finished everything for me. In a single night, no less."

Liar. There was no way anyone could finish that mountain of paperwork so quickly. She had likely been chipping away at it for weeks, but I had no way to prove it.

"Ugh. If I’d known you were here, I never would have set foot in a void like this."

"It's not a void, Flatty big sister!" the brat chimed in.

"Who are you calling a Flatty!? I told you, I clearly have something!"

Driven by a flash of pure irritation, I grabbed the boy’s hand and forced it against my chest to prove my point. At that exact moment, the door swung open and Sasha stepped into the room.

"Elder sister, regarding the schedule... pheh?"

The words died in her throat. She stood frozen, unable to process the scene before her. 

There was Al, his face turning a shade of bright, humiliated red. There was I, his hand clamped firmly against my chest. And there was Alexia, watching the chaos with a hand to her cheek and a serene, mocking smile.

"N-No way... is that the real reason you came to this town, Elder Sister?" Sasha whispered.

"No! That's not it! This kid just said I didn't have a chest—"

"It's all bone! It hurts!" Al yelled, struggling to pull away.

"My, my," Alexia said, her voice dripping with artificial sweetness. "Things have become quite chaotic."

"And who do you think is the cause of it!?" I barked.

"Wouldn't you be the source of it, Miranda-san?"

The shouting match continued for some time, but eventually, I managed to steady myself. I settled on a simple, comforting conclusion: everything was Yuri’s fault.

◇　◇　◇

"So, what’s the actual plan?" I asked later, trying to regain my composure. "Surely there’s nothing worth seeing in this backwater?"

"On the contrary," Sasha replied. "This is Father’s land. I’d like you to be able to give him a full report on its growth."

"Hmm. Fine."

I had already made up my mind. I would tell my fiancé, the Second Prince, that this territory was plotting a rebellion and needed to be dealt with immediately. It has nothing to do with being called a Cutting Board, I told myself. It was a matter of statecraft. The Prince needed a definitive victory to secure his path to the throne; preventing a rebellion would be the perfect catalyst for his rise. This territory would serve quite well as the foundation for his glory.

"Flatty, flatty, flat-as-can-be~♪"

Al was walking ahead of us, singing that grating song at the top of his lungs. 

"You mustn't, Al-kun," Alexia said, though she didn't sound particularly stern. "You shouldn't do things the other person dislikes."

"Eh? But the other day, teacher said, 'Let us take the initiative in doing things people dislike,' didn't they?"

"That was a conversation about chores, like cleaning and taking out the trash—"

"Isn't it the same thing? I'm just cleaning up, right?"

For a split second, I thought I saw a glint in the boy's eyes—something cold and predatory. But as he immediately reverted to being a bratty child, I dismissed it as a trick of the light.

"I see," Alexia said, nodding thoughtfully. "Then, let’s find a middle ground. Let's make sure to only do things that Miranda-san dislikes."

"Why!?" I screamed, unable to stop myself from retorting to her "compromise."

Whenever this woman was around, my rhythm was thrown off. She was the reason I was stuck with the Second Prince in the first place; she had appeared right when I was making my move on the First Prince, ruining my focus and my appeal. It felt as though someone had known I was coming and summoned her here specifically to thwart me.

That person was undoubtedly the key figure of this territory.

If I recalled, the name was...

"Emilina... I’ve heard that name somewhere."

"Does Sheer Cliff Big Sister know about the Saint-sama, too?" Al asked.

I sighed, realizing that arguing was a waste of breath. "I don't know the details."

"She's incredible," Al said, his voice full of genuine admiration. "She’s the one putting all her effort into helping Yuri-sama become independent."

I’m sure it looks that way to a child, I thought. Nobody else seemed to realize that Yuri actually treated her like a complete nuisance.

"Heh... I see. Why don't you tell me more about her?"

"Sure thing, Wall Big Sister."

"Who is a wall!?"

My patience snapped instantly. But Al just laughed, clearly finding my desperation the most entertaining thing in the world.
Alliance

Ren appeared before us in the Dragunov Empire, having used his Teleportation Magic once again.

"Yuri-sama, it’s an emergency!"

"Did something happen?" I asked, tensing up.

"Miranda-sama has arrived."

"…Personally?"

"Yes. Sasha-sama is currently dealing with her, but how should we proceed?"

Miranda was the eldest daughter of the Mastermind Family. She was the woman who had seduced the Second Prince, ignited a feud with the First Prince, and plunged the entire kingdom into chaos. If that Villainess was personally making a move, it didn't bode well.

Is she trying to cause my territory to disintegrate from within?

Unlike the power struggle between the princes, there was no traditional Lord in my territory—or rather, there was someone else besides me.

Sasha.

Unlike me, who had come here by essentially rebelling against our father, Sasha still held a place in his good graces.

"Is there any sign of her trying to win Sasha over?" I asked.

Ren immediately grasped the direction of my concern. "No, not at the moment. Curiously, she seems to be trying to cozy up to Al instead."

That was a curveball I hadn't expected. I tilted my head, trying to make sense of the report. "Why Al? Don't tell me Miranda is actually interested in the Meat fields?"

"It seems she’s trying to extract information regarding Emilina-sama…"

"Me!?" Emilina interjected, her eyes wide.

Miranda had gone through the trouble of coming all the way to my territory just to dig up dirt on the Saint? If she’d just asked, I would’ve tied a ribbon on Emilina and handed her over myself.

"She likely judged that Emilina-sama is the person most familiar with the territory's internal affairs," Ren suggested.

It made sense. Unlike me, who was single-mindedly obsessed with Magic Tool Research, Emilina was capable of making judgments that factored in foreign powers and domestic politics. The worst-case scenario—though I didn't want to consider it—was that Emilina and Miranda had been in league from the start.

However, if that were the case, Miranda wouldn't need to manipulate Al. She could have just gone to Emilina directly. This also confirmed that Miranda hadn't realized the connection to the Church yet. If you wanted info on a Saint, the Church was the first place you'd look. The fact that she was barking up Al's tree meant she lacked any real leads.

"If it’s Al, we can rest easy," I said. "He’s likely the one running circles around her."

"Exactly as you say, Yuri-sama. Honestly, after seeing Miranda-sama’s behavior, I’ve begun to wonder if she truly is the threat we believed her to be."

She must have been acting exceptionally pathetic for Ren to say that.

"Understood. Keep an eye on her for now and send me frequent updates. We’ll be returning shortly."

"As you wish. I shall relay that to Sasha-sama as well."

With that, Ren vanished as if he had never been there at all.



In the end, I hadn’t been able to get a single shred of useful information out of that damn insolent brat.

He kept spouting idiotic delusions—"The Meat is delicious," or "You can't grow Meat in a field"—so I eventually gave him a perfunctory thank-you and took my leave.

My searching led me to the local Dining Hall. From inside, I could hear the rowdy, boisterous shouts of sweaty Mercenaries. Under normal circumstances, I would never set foot in such a place, but the gnawing hunger in my stomach had become unbearable. I had no choice but to stop.

I realized almost immediately that I had made a mistake.

The moment I stepped inside, clad in my clearly expensive attire, the rowdy Mercenaries went dead silent. They were likely sizing me up, wondering who this newcomer was. I was used to such stares, however, and I ignored them as I walked deeper into the tavern.

A young child working as a waiter approached me tentatively. "U-Um… e-err, welcome. A table for one?"

"As you can see," I replied sharply.

"…Oh, so it’s for two? My apologies."

"Hah?! Where on earth do you see a second—"

I spun around, only to see Alexia standing right behind me. I had no idea where she’d come from. It seemed the Mercenaries hadn't been staring at me at all; their eyes had been fixed on Alexia’s exceptionally "ripe fruits."

"A table for two, please. Would you show us the way?" Alexia asked.

"Yes, Teacher!" the boy chirped happily. He led us to a seat, set down a menu, and scurried back to the kitchen.

"The children here are also my students," Alexia said warmly. "It’s so admirable of them to help out at the shop like this at night."

"It’s only natural for the impoverished masses to work," I retorted.

"It is because they exist that our own lives are possible, Miranda."

As usual, we clashed the moment we opened our mouths. Our fundamental worldviews were simply irreconcilable. I believed the nobility was everything; Alexia, following the path of the Saint, believed everyone should be equal regardless of race or status. Our conversations always ended in a stalemate.

However, the debate was cut short this time.

"Well now, Alexia. It is rare to see you in a place like this."

"Lucille-sama. The same could be said for you."

"Hahaha! I come here often. After all, the sweets—I mean, the dishes—here are top-tier!"

Almost instantly, a mountain of sweets was placed in front of Lucille. She must have ordered the moment she walked in. The two of them began chatting amiably until Lucille finally noticed me. She stared intently at my body before speaking.

"What is this Thief—this Cutting Board—doing here?"

"Who are you calling a Cutting Board?!" I snapped. "You’re even smaller than I am in every way that counts!"

"Hmph! I am still a work in progress! One day, I shall be curvaceous and well-endowed!"

"I-If that’s the case, then I’m just getting started too!"

Alexia watched us, a serene smile on her face. "I hope you both grow up well."

A vein throbbed in both our foreheads simultaneously.

"Perhaps," I hissed, "we should first take down that uselessly oversized sack of fat?"

"Umu," the Demon Lord replied, her gaze narrowing. "I was thinking the exact same thing."

And so, a Temporary Alliance was forged between the eldest daughter of the Mastermind Family and the Demon Lord.
The Woman of the Tower

“Then it’s settled. We’ll cooperate and take down that Monster, Alexia, immediately!” I declared.

“Wait a moment,” Lucille countered. “That woman possesses a formidable Power—those breasts of hers are a force to be reckoned with. We are no match for her alone. We should call for backup.”

Lucille sounded plausible enough, but I knew the truth: despite our posturing, we were both merely dancing in the palm of Alexia’s hand. 

Alexia offered us a serene smile. “That sounds lovely. I would be delighted to accompany you.”

“You are not invited!” Lucille barked. She turned her sharp gaze toward me. “Well, Cutting Board? You’re a Thief, aren't you? Surely you’re skilled in Enemy Detection?”

I bristled. “Do I look like the sort of person who would stoop to such labor?” 

I was a noble daughter, through and through. I didn't possess a shred of the nimbleness one would expect from a rogue.

“You have such a flat Cutting Board of a chest, and yet you can’t move?” Lucille scoffed. “What is that board even for, then!”

“Who do you think chose to have a body like this?!” I snapped. Our alliance was already beginning to fray at the seams.

“My, my, you mustn't fight like that, you know?” Alexia interjected.

“Whose fault do you think this is?!” I screamed.

“Miranda-san?” Alexia asked, tilting her head.

“Umu, quite so,” Lucille added, nodding.

I felt a vein throb in my temple. “Why are you siding with the enemy? You’re supposed to be my ally!” I shouted so hard I became short of breath. I forced myself to calm down. “Anyway, why do we even need Enemy Detection? The Enemy—that breast-ghost—is standing right in front of us.”

“To gather more allies,” the Demon Lord replied. “There is someone living in a rather peculiar place nearby. Even I am no match for her. I want her to lend us her hand.”

I felt a chill. For an opponent to be described that way by the Demon Lord herself was unsettling. 

In this territory, there was no one who could violate that person’s Sanctuary. It was a clear sign that she belonged to no faction. In Alf Town, where the residents rallied around Yuri, people on Alexia’s side were actually in the minority, but this was different.

“Fine,” I sighed. “I shall cooperate.”

“Then let us go at once.”

“W-Wait a minute! It’s already night!”

“Which makes it the perfect time. Let’s go!”

Before I could protest further, Lucille grabbed me and began dragging me away. I looked back to see Alexia waving us off with that same insufferable smile.

◇ ◇ ◇

Even in the dead of night, Alf Town maintained a steady glow thanks to the illumination of various Magic Tools. However, the streets were mostly deserted, the usual bustle replaced by an eerie silence.

“Isn’t it a nuisance to visit someone at this hour?” I asked.

“No problem,” Lucille said. “If anything, this is the only time she’s actually awake.”

“A nocturnal type, then?” 

The image of an Assassin moving through the Dark night flashed through my mind. It made sense; if they were that sort of professional, meeting during these hours was expected. If Yuri had such talent in his pocket, forming a connection with them would be a pragmatic move for my future.

However, the destination we reached was something I hadn't anticipated in the slightest.

“We’re here,” Lucille announced.

“Wh-What on earth is this?”

We stood before a... tower? If it could even be called that. It was a grotesque, distorted stack of masonry that looked like it would crumble if a stiff breeze hit the walls. Each floor looked like it had been sliced and stacked in a precarious, miraculous balance.

“The master of this place was particular about the shape,” Lucille explained. “She forced them to build it exactly like this.”

“What a strange person,” I muttered.

“Strange, yes, but her power is the real deal.”

I squinted at the structure. “To think it can support a tower like this... it must be magic.”

“Presumably so.”

My curiosity got the better of me. I wanted to see if the structure was truly held together by spells or if it was just a stiff gust away from disaster. I leaned in to give it a firm push.

“P-P-Please don’t push it!!”

I jumped. A panicked, high-pitched voice seemed to drift down from the upper levels. I scanned the area, but there was no one in sight.

“Must have been my imagination,” I whispered. I turned back to the wall and prepared to push again.

“I’m saying no! Stop! Don’t push!!” 

The voice was unmistakable this time.

“That is the master of this tower,” Lucille said. “The Great Sage Melty.”

“The Great Sage...?” 

I paused. The voice sounded remarkably like a young girl’s. I see. So that’s how it is.

If she were a Great Sage, she would naturally want to hide her identity while living in a Frontier Region like this. Using a fake, youthful voice to elicit sympathy was a classic tactic. 

But why is a Great Sage in Yuri’s territory? Then again, before Yuri arrived, this place was poorly managed and isolated. It’s the perfect spot to hide if you don't want to be found.

The logic clicked into place. The voice was a feint.

“You can’t fool me with that,” I said with a smirk. I reached out and tapped the tower—just a light, mocking nudge to punctuate my thought.

In the next instant, a deafening groan echoed through the night. The miraculous balance vanished, and the entire tower collapsed with a thunderous roar.

“Eh...?”

“Ky-aaaaahhh!” 

A scream erupted from within the wreckage. I stood there, stunned. I hadn't expected the thing to be that fragile.

“You certainly don’t do things by halves,” Lucille remarked, staring at the rubble. “Our ally is now buried alive.”

“Y-Yes, quite. We must rescue her immediately.”

I needed to get her out so she could testify that I barely touched the thing. I couldn't have a Great Sage thinking I’d demolished her home on purpose.

Despite the total destruction, the master of the tower was easy to find. True to her title as a Great Sage, she was completely unharmed by the collapse. However, her choice of clothing—a single, overly casual shirt—gave off a distinctly provocative aura. 

It reeked of the Enemy. It reeked of Alexia.

“I-I’m saved... No, I’m not saved at all!” the girl wailed, her shoulders slumping as she stared at the pile of stone. “My house... not again...”
The Mystery of the Tower

Ever since I moved to Alf Town, I—the Tower Master Melty—had been plagued by a single, persistent problem.

"There are... too many visitors," I lamented to the empty air.

The house Yuri had provided was spacious and structurally sound, but the locals were the issue. They were far too friendly, and it left me with no peace. I’d be deep in the middle of research when a boy would suddenly barge through the door. The shock would inevitably cause me to trigger an explosion. This happened several times a day.

It had gotten so bad that the neighborhood children started asking me, "Hey, Sage-lady, is your job just making things explode?"

Back when I lived in that impossibly high tower, I had complained about the isolation and the Monsters prowling the grounds. But looking back, I realized I’d never had a better environment for concentration. 

If I could just turn this place into a tower...

"Alright, I'll give it a try."

Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Everyone already expected me to blow things up anyway; if I failed now, it would just be one more explosion on my record. It wasn’t like things could get any weirder.

I closed my eyes and visualized the tower I had called home for years. Without the Monsters, it really was the perfect building. But the moment I began the invocation, a different image forced its way into my mind: the sight of my old home being sliced into segments and blasted into the horizon.

The mental image of that "Daruma-Otoshi" destruction was simply too vivid. As a result...

"W-Why... Why did it turn out like this?"

The tower I had summoned was a disaster. It looked like it had been sliced into multiple rounds, each slightly misaligned with the one below it. The entire structure groaned and swayed. It was painfully obvious that even the slightest impact would send the whole thing tumbling down.

"What do I do? Okay, think... first things first..."

I funneled Wind Magic into the structure to stabilize the swaying and used Earth Magic to dampen the vibrations from the ground. Then, to ensure no one could enter and disturb the delicate balance, I sealed the stairs leading from the first floor with an Ice Door. 

I was using high-level spells befitting a Great Sage, but using them for such pathetic maintenance felt like a personal defeat.

"This should... probably... keep it from collapsing immediately. I need to find the man who sent my last tower flying without destroying it."

And so, I set out to find Fritz, the Daruma-Otoshi Dragon Slayer.

◇　◇　◇

W-Why did he have to go on a journey right now of all times?

That was the news Sasha gave me when I reached Yuri's Mansion. I’d assumed a trip to the Beast Kingdom would require years of preparation, yet Yuri and his group had packed up and vanished in a matter of days.

At such a critical moment, too.

I wanted to chase after them and beg for help with my architectural nightmare, but I couldn't leave. If I stepped away for too long, the tower would likely lose its magical stabilization and collapse. I refused to let this house suffer the same fate as the last one—shattered into pieces and vanished into the void.

On the bright side, since this was the middle of town, I didn't have to worry about a stray Monster attacking the base. Furthermore, the tower's terrifying, precarious shape had successfully scared off almost all the visitors. In a sense, I had achieved my goal.

...If I ignored the fact that I had to constantly expend mana to keep it standing.

What would Yuri do in this situation? I wondered. I pictured that Genius Mage, the boy who had become a Lord at such a young age. He’d probably just laugh and whip up some Magic Tool to maintain the tower's stability for me. The thought brought an involuntary smile to my face.

Maybe this struggle is a form of research in itself?

It wasn't what I had intended to study, but the thought gave me a sudden, desperate surge of motivation. From that day on, I immersed myself in the "research" of keeping my home from falling over.

◇　◇　◇

I, Miranda, listened to Melty’s story with a growing sense of dread.

The girl was so pitiful, and her situation so miserable, that I found myself completely at a loss for words. The guilt was suffocating.

"I-I’ve got it! This is all Yuri’s fault!" I proclaimed.

Logic dictated it: if Yuri hadn't come up with the bizarre idea to blow up her first tower, this twisted replacement would never have been built. If the tower hadn't been built, I wouldn't have accidentally touched it. If I hadn't touched it, it wouldn't have collapsed. Therefore, Yuri was the true Mastermind behind this catastrophe.

It was a total deflection of blame, and it felt wonderful.

I conveniently chose to ignore the fact that my own family had been the ones to drag Yuri into this mess in the first place. Yuri was just as much a victim as anyone, but I pushed that thought deep down. I was already busy planning exactly how I was going to scold my idiot brother for this.

Melty, who had been staring blankly at the rubble, finally climbed to her feet.

"I... I had the foresight not to buy many daily necessities yet," she whispered, tears welling in her eyes. "So... the actual loss is quite small. Really."

Looking at her trembling form, I didn't believe her for a second.

"The reason you’re in this mess is entirely because of that moron brother of mine," I said, reaching out a hand to her. "Come with us. We’ll go complain to him together."

Melty looked up at me through her lashes, her expression guarded. She probably hadn't understood half of my rant, and she likely—rightly—suspected that I was the direct cause of her homelessness.

Lucille let out a long, heavy sigh.

"If your chest is flat, then take our hands!" she shouted, throwing a conversational straight-ball.

I snapped back instantly. "I am not flat!"

"S-She’s right," Melty added, wiping her eyes. "I’m just... a bit malnourished lately. I’m perfectly normal, I swear."

"Flatty-kind always calls to its own," Lucille muttered.

"In this group, I'm actually on the larger side of normal!" I yelled.

I shouted it at the top of my lungs, but the ruins of the tower offered no response.
Return

I was pushing Ram toward Alf Town, making him run literally like a Carriage Sheep.

Miranda Lousouth, a member of the Mastermind Family, was never one to fight directly in combat. However, she was the one who had supposedly pulled the strings behind the scenes during the Academy Attack Event known as the Dark Academy Festival—the event where the vast majority of the Academy turned into enemies and fell upon the protagonists.

While she hadn't shown any notable activity as a Mastermind since then, the fact that almost every male character except for the protagonist held her in high regard suggested they had likely been beguiled by her. She was the very mirror of a Villainess, after all—obsessed with men and indiscriminately snatching up any handsome man she saw, even if he was already someone else's fiancé.

Dangerous opponents in my territory... the Mercenaries?

It was hard to imagine that Totto or Ren, both veterans of the underworld guild, would make a clumsy blunder. That meant the real risk lay with the Mercenaries responsible for the town's defense. Even without them, the town could technically function, but it would become extremely vulnerable to external threats.

For the time being, we had established friendly relations with the Beast Kingdom and the Empire. As for the Holy Principality of Ames, they shouldn't suddenly Attack us thanks to the Magic Tools... I hoped.

...No, considering their obsession with those things, I have to account for the possibility that they might invade while shouting, "We shall obtain every last Magic Tool!"

The probability was low, but compared to the two nations where I had relatives, the Principality remained a wildcard I needed to watch.

But the most terrifying factor of all was the Demon Kingdom. That was the one place I simply couldn't read. During the previous Attack, there had even been reports that the Demon Lord himself had led the charge. Unfortunately, he had already withdrawn by the time we arrived, but the subsequent silence from that direction was, if anything, more unsettling. 

Just what are they plotting?

Regardless, with so many dangers still looming, having our Mercenaries headhunted now would be nothing short of a disaster. The only silver lining was that since the primary figures involved were women, the town’s core functions wouldn't be completely usurped.

"Why are you in such a rush?" Fee asked.

"I have a bad feeling. Like something outrageous is about to happen... Anyway, move it!"

"I-I'm trying, baa! But pulling two carriages is exhausting, baa!"

"I'll increase your dinner tonight based on how much time we save."

By "dinner," I meant those vegetables grown with the "white powder" that had become Ram's exclusive obsession. Even though they had no actual flavor, he seemed to love them. Since it was a substance that would likely cause all sorts of diplomatic incidents if I brought it into another country, I had been exercising some self-restraint. Despite appearances, I did have a conscience.

"I'll do it, baa! I'll give it my all for Food Squared, baa!"

"...Wait, aren't you trying to increase the portion by an astronomical amount?"

"It’s just your imagination, baa!"

I considered secretly docking his pay later, but I suppressed the urge for now.

"I’ll run for my food, baa! Taking the shortest path, baa!"

From that point on, Ram ignored every obstacle in his path. He ran in a perfectly straight line, occasionally devouring a few groups of Thieves along the way until we reached our destination.

"We're here," Fee said.

She was perfectly nonchalant, but Emilina and the others were limp with exhaustion.

"That was... way too fast..."

"I-I was so scared..."

Elu clung to me, burying her face in my side. Seeing that, Luna watched with envious eyes.

"I was... scared."

Luna's delivery was a complete monotone, but she clung to me as well.

"You don't look even remotely frightened, do you?"

"...Just your imagination."

As I suspected, she wasn't scared at all. Then Fee, who had been happy to be home just a moment ago, looked back and forth between the town and our group.

"F-Fee was actually scared too."

"Sigh... if you just want to cling to me, fine. Do what you want."

Realizing that refusing would be an exercise in futility, I gave a wry smile. Immediately, I felt a murderous aura emanating from behind me.

"Don't you even think about it, First!"

"W-Why not!?"

As I had feared, First was also attempting to join the group hug. For starters, the guy hadn't been scared in the slightest. In fact, he had been the one telling us to go even faster.

"No one is going to be happy if you do that."

"I would be happy," Emilina interjected, flatly contradicting me. 

Truly, I have no greater enemy than her.

"In fact, please keep providing more of this. Fritz was a bit of a letdown in terms of excitement."

"Hey! What do you mean I wasn't up to the task!?"

"I meant exactly what I said."

"Guh... Yuri, a man can't just back down after being insulted like that, right!?"

Fritz was suddenly burning with a strange competitive fire. If you're a man, please back down. Especially if you don't realize exactly what kind of 'excitement' she's imagining.

"Yuri-sama... could it be that you prefer men...?"

Predictably, the innocent Elu was getting the wrong idea. Emilina really was the last person who should be in charge of anyone's education.

"Don't listen to Emilina. I'm perfectly normal."

"I-It's okay. I'll follow you no matter what your tastes are, Yuri-sama."

She said it with the gravity of someone making a life-altering resolution.

"We're totally being left out of the loop, aren't we?"

"Better that way. It's peaceful."

Lark and Gale, unable to find a way into the conversation, were huddled in the corner of the carriage with their arms wrapped around their knees. 

Just as I managed to parry Emilina’s psychological Attack, Sasha came sprinting toward us from the direction of the town, looking frantic.

"B-Brother!? Thank goodness. Brother, you have to come quickly!!"

Her tone was panicked, dropping her usual formality. As I feared, had the Mercenaries been turned?

"I'm coming. Who went over to their side? Is at least half the force still here?"

"The ones who joined Big Sister are Lucille-san and Melty-san!"

"What!?"

The names were so far outside of my expectations that I couldn't help but let out a shocked gasp.
Assessing the Situation

Miranda was definitely a villain. Her teaming up with Lucille of the Demon Race felt like a natural progression of the plot. 

But Melty? That, I didn't understand. 

She was supposed to be a character who sided with the protagonist—the kind of girl who exposed the Mastermind’s schemes, not joined them. Why was she siding with Miranda? Did they actually share some kind of common ground?

"I get it. Just take me there," I said. 

Lacking any real grasp of the circumstances, I had Sasha lead me to the scene.

◇    ◇　◇

She led me to the house where Melty lived. I remembered her lamenting that she had too many visitors, but now her home was nothing more than a pitiable heap of rubble.

"Who would do something so terrible?" I asked.

"A-Are those words coming from the man who blew my house away last time...?"

Melty emerged from the debris, dressed in nothing but her usual oversized shirt. It looked like she’d been scavenging for valuables and records.

"She’s talking about you, Fritz," I said.

"Me?! That has nothing to do with me!" Fritz shouted, reflexively raising his voice.

"Well, Fritz was the one who actually blew it away. However, while I’ll concede that my instructions were the root cause last time, this time definitely had nothing to do with us, right?"

We had been in the Empire until just moments ago. We literally hadn't had the time to smash Melty’s House to pieces.

"T-This time, well..." Melty’s gaze drifted toward Miranda.

Miranda immediately began to panic. "T-That was force majeure! I didn't think it would collapse just from a little push!"

So Miranda was the one who broke it. That made the situation even more baffling. Why would Melty form an alliance with the person who demolished her home? 

No, if I’m going that far, Melty being in this territory at all is an anomaly. She was likely just born under an unlucky star.

"Wait. Just a push? I didn't build that house to be so flimsy."

While I’d delegated most recent construction projects to others, I’d handled Melty’s personally. Between the time constraints and my own guilt for destroying her previous tower, I’d poured everything I had into it. A house built with the height of my technical skill shouldn't have collapsed from a mere shove.

Well, unless the person pushing it was a Dragon or something.

I almost laughed at the absurdity of the thought, but then a dark suspicion took root. Miranda doesn't have any combat scenes in the original work. Could her stats actually surpass even First’s?

...No way. Even for this world, that would be a total Balance Breaker. Which left only one possibility.

"Did you perform a further Renovation on the house I built?"

Melty flinched. "W-What are you talking about?"

"Sigh... I understand everything from just that reaction."

Apparently, Melty had failed while trying to apply some kind of reinforcement to the house. Miranda must have pushed it at the exact moment the structure was already failing.

"So it was your fault after all!" I groaned.

"That's not true! If you hadn't sliced my tower into rounds and sent it flying, my mental image wouldn't have been of such a wobbly tower to begin with!"

The logistics were a bit fuzzy, but apparently, Melty still wanted to live in a tower. I'd assumed she was done with them after being trapped in one, but I was wrong.

"You should have just said something sooner," I told her.

"It was quite an interesting tower, actually," Lucille added. "It swayed back and forth, like a leaf in the wind."

Lucille demonstrated by standing stiffly and wobbling her body. Did they actually prefer a swaying tower? A standard one-story house built on the ground wouldn't offer that kind of movement. Looking at Lucille's demonstration, the tower would have had to be incredibly crooked to sway like that constantly. Melty had clearly botched the adjustments.

"Fine. For now, Fritz, can I leave the cleanup here to you guys?"

"What are you going to do, Yuri?"

"I'm going to build a new Melty’s Tower. This time, I’ll make something she’ll actually be happy with."

Fritz grinned. "Haha, I figured you’d say that. I’ll have this place cleared in no time. If you need materials, just say the word."

And so, we set out to construct the new Melty’s Tower. Yet, I couldn't shake the feeling that I was forgetting something in the back of my mind. 

Well, if I can't remember it, it probably wasn't anything important.

"T-To ignore me... how cheeky for someone like Yuri! Just you wait. Our alliance is going to interfere with you thoroughly!" Miranda fumed, brandishing a clenched fist. 

She turned to seek agreement from her partners, but her face went pale. 

"Wait... why is there nobody here?!"

Lucille and the others had already vanished.

◇　◇　◇

A tower that sways but doesn't collapse, huh...

The vague image of a Five-Story Pagoda came to mind. I didn't actually understand the architectural mechanics behind its internal structure, so whether I could build it successfully was unknown. Still, Melty was the backbone of this territory's Magic Tool production. I wanted to fulfill her wishes as much as possible.

"I doubt I'll get it right on the first try, but..."

I focused my Earth Magic, but the result was an extremely ordinary, rigid tower. A total failure.

"T-T-This is—"

Melty stared up at the tower, her eyes brimming with tears. She was likely devastated by how much it didn't match her imagination.

"It's okay. If I practice a few times, I should be able to get it right."

Saying that, I demolished the tower right before her eyes.
Rise of the New Tower

Melty stared at the ruins of her tower, her expression one of utter shock. It seemed a standard structure was never going to satisfy her.

"U-Um, I actually wanted something more... normal..."

"I understand. A normal one wouldn't be enough for you, right? Just leave everything to me."

"N-No, that's not..."

She seemed deeply uneasy, though that was likely because the tower had already collapsed twice before. It was a natural reaction for anyone in her position. To put her mind at ease, I offered her a reassuring smile.

"Alright. For the next attempt, I’ll apply a stronger layer of magic to ensure it sways properly."

"Y-You really don't have to use magic..."

"Even for me, making a structure sway like that without magic is a tall order."

Perhaps Melty was aiming to create a swaying tower without the aid of any Magic Tools? If so, she truly lives up to the title of Sage.

"T-That’s not it at all..."

"Alright, how’s this!?"

I channeled my power, and the newly reconstructed tower began to oscillate at regular intervals like a high-speed metronome. Melty watched it, her footsteps unsteady as she drifted toward the structure. 

Did she actually like it? For a moment, I allowed myself to hope, but then Fritz looked at the result with a face full of exasperation.

"And how exactly do you plan on getting inside?" 

"Ah..."

I had been so preoccupied with the movement that I'd overlooked the most vital detail. With the tower thrashing back and forth that violently, boarding it would be a death wish.

"...I'll have to start over."

I felt a pang of guilt for Melty as she approached the tower with that dazed look, but there was no other way.

"I see. Yes, I suppose that would be for the best. Indeed."

Strangely, she almost sounded relieved, though I assumed it was just a desperate attempt to stay positive. I couldn't keep failing her like this. I needed to get this right, and soon.



After several rounds of grueling trial and error, I finally completed a tower that met my standards. From the outside, it swayed visibly, yet the interior remained perfectly stable, the motion barely perceptible once you stepped through the door.

"What do you think of this one?"

"A-Ahaha... it’s lovely. Truly..."

Melty’s smile was strained, her spirit clearly frayed by the day's events. Just then, Miranda—who had been watching from the sidelines—decided to weigh in.

"Oh, doesn't this one look like it would break if I just gave it a little push? Ei!"

Miranda lunged forward, shoving the tower with every ounce of her strength. The structure recoiled, bending back like a drawn bow, and then—

"Wait? K-Kyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!?"

The tower snapped back, repelling her with such force that she was launched into the horizon, becoming nothing more than a twinkling speck in the sky.

"Um... that wasn't my fault, was it?"

It was a spectacular self-destruction. Lucille, watching the display with predatory interest, hummed thoughtfully.

"Ho? So it repels an Attack? I wonder just how much force it can reflect before it breaks."

Before the words had even left her mouth, a massive explosion rocked the site.

"M-My house..."

Melty stood there, stunned. The tower’s surface was slightly scorched and scraped, but the structural integrity remained nearly perfect. 

"See? It won't break that easily."

"I... I suppose not..."

"But it didn't reflect that last one. Should we test what specific magic triggers the counter-effect?"

"...No. Please, just stop."

The tower wasn't capable of infinite repetitions of that kinetic reflection yet. Besides, it had just taken a direct hit; I needed to inspect the foundations before we did anything else.

"By the way, what was Miranda—my older sister—actually doing here?"

I tilted my head, staring at the empty patch of sky where she had vanished. She hadn't actually committed any acts of villainy; she had simply touched the tower and been deleted from the scene.

"...I wonder."

"She claimed she was looking for a Flatty Comrade."

Miranda hadn't actually said those words, but since she wasn't here to defend herself, no one could prove otherwise.

"I see... Come to think of it, she did mention she was struggling in various ways."

The Main Heroines of this world, led by Emilina, tended to be characters with certain physical attributes heavily emphasized. There were a few disappointing exceptions, of course. Conversely, the Enemy Characters and Mob Characters were often... let's just say "streamlined."

"Why are you looking at me when you say that!?"

Sage Melty was a character firmly positioned on that "disappointing" side of the spectrum. However, to compensate for that, she had been granted far more Fanservice Events than the other girls. It was likely the developers' way of balancing the scales.

"U-Um... could you please say something?"

"It's alright. Even a Cutting Board has human rights."

"A Cutting Board is a tool, so I don't think it has human rights at all."

Emilina gave me a look filled with profound pity. It was the effortless composure of a "winner"—the quiet arrogance of someone who actually possessed what the others lacked. 

I hadn't realized Miranda was so deeply insecure about being a Flatty. Perhaps her tendency to torment the protagonist stemmed from that very complex. Knowing that, I felt like I could be just a little bit kinder to her next time we met. Assuming she eventually came back down to earth.
Second Prince

The Mysterious Tower—the one that reflects any attack—had sent me hurtling into the horizon.

I flapped my arms in a desperate, pathetic attempt to arrest my fall, but it did nothing.

I’m falling. I’m actually falling...

I might have been one of the masterminds pulling the strings from the shadows, but I was never a combatant. My status showed a decent aptitude for magic, but physically? I was no different from any other commoner.

I didn't know the exact details of my own abilities, but common sense dictated that being launched into the stratosphere like a shooting star only to plummet back to earth wasn't something a person survived. Even a child could understand that.

Of course, I wasn't about to make the blunder of simply dying in silence. 

I cast Wind Magic over and over, struggling frantically against the air, yet the speed of my descent didn't change at all. I was forced to taste the bitter dregs of my own helplessness.

If only I had trained more in magic, I wouldn't be in this mess...

Then, I stopped myself. I reconsidered. 

The only reason I was being sent flying in the first place was because of that abominable younger brother of mine, Yuri.

“Yuri, just you wait. I will make you pay for putting me through this. You’ll regret the day you were born!”

Still, if I wanted to settle my grudge against him, I had to survive this situation first. The ground was rushing up to meet me; my velocity was slowing, but I was still heading straight for the dirt.

Think! Is there any way for me to survive this?

I racked my brain for an answer, but nothing came to mind. I simply continued to fall.

The result—

The moment before I collided with the ground, a mysterious force surged. My body was suddenly enveloped in something elastic, like a giant marshmallow, which completely absorbed the impact.

“Eh?”

I stood there with a look of utter perplexity, unable to comprehend what had just happened. But I didn't have the luxury of worrying about the details.

“F-for now, there’s no point obsessing over things I don’t understand. I have to tell Father immediately... No, it’s no exaggeration to say that tower is a powerful weapon that threatens the entire Kingdom of Inraku. I must speak to Lord Noris, the Second Prince, and have him dispatch a Subjugation Force at once.”

I looked around for a carriage, but I didn't even know where I was. Naturally, the carriage that had brought me to Alf Town was nowhere to be found out here. I had no choice but to start walking toward the nearest town.

“Yuri, I will never forgive you!”

It was no one's fault but my own; my shallow, impulsive actions had invited this disaster. Yet, I allowed my rage toward Yuri to burn with an even fiercer heat.

◇　◆　◇

I stared at the letter from Miranda, a massive headache beginning to throb behind my eyes. 

Correspondence from her was a chore even at the best of times. Ours was a political engagement; I felt absolutely no attachment to her. However, for the sake of public appearances, I had to maintain the image of a doting fiancé. I made sure to reply to every letter and carefully selected gifts I thought she might like—difficult, considering I didn't actually know a single thing about her personality.

The woman was a walking nightmare in ink. And now, she was writing to me about her own brother.

“If Yuri Lousouth, who manipulates Devil’s Tools, is left unchecked, this country will be ruined. By preventing that man’s rebellion before it happens, wouldn’t your chances of succeeding the throne increase, Lord Noris?”

I was currently Second Rank in the Right of Succession. 

The current King, my father, was still very much alive and had declared that he would hand the crown to whichever heir achieved the most merit. If what Miranda claimed was true, and I suppressed this threat, I would leapfrog over my siblings and move one step closer to the throne.

On paper, I should have been thrilled that my fiancée was lending me her support.

But...

I don’t want the throne if it means dealing with this much stress.

My true hobby was taking advantage of my position as the "lesser" prince—someone slightly overshadowed by the eldest son—to travel the world. Whenever I slipped away to visit foreign nations, I made sure to leave a Body Double behind so no one would notice, and I always took along a group of elite knights disguised as commoners for protection. It was an arduous task to arrange, but worth it.

My father only permitted this lifestyle because he judged that the social networks I built abroad were diverse and ultimately served the national interest.

And that was the problem. According to those very networks, the leaders of various foreign countries held Yuri Lousouth in incredibly high regard. I’d even heard rumors that some were preparing to send daughters of high-ranking officials to be his wife, waiting only for the right conditions to strike a deal.

And she wanted me to pick a fight with a man like that?

It was obvious. The moment I moved against him, those countries would lose their minds and use it as a pretext to wage war against the Kingdom of Inraku. They were already watching us like tigers, just waiting for an opening to invade.

No matter how I moved, I was blocked on all sides.

If I touched Yuri, it meant immediate war.
If I didn’t touch him, it would eventually lead to war anyway.

“Why is this happening to me?! What on earth did I do to deserve this!?”

All I wanted was to live a life of luxury, traveling on the royal family's dime. I figured my older brother, the First Prince, would handle all the troublesome politics.

But this letter was a bomb. If I didn't act, I’d turn the Lousouth House into an enemy. The walls were closing in, and all I wanted to do was run.

Wait. That’s it! I’ll just run away!

Alf Town. The center of the storm.

As of right now, that land was under Yuri’s protection; no foreign nation would dare attack it. And while it seemed he was plotting independence, it was still technically part of the Kingdom of Inraku. 

In other words, it wouldn't be strange at all for a prince to pay a visit.

I would go there under the guise of an "official inspection" and stay until the commotion died down. It seemed like the only way to escape this mess.
The True Enemy?

It had been ages since I’d set foot in my own territory. When Sasha approached me, insisting she had various matters to report, I told her I’d hear the details tomorrow. I needed to rest my body—which, for me, meant locking myself in the Research Room adjacent to my bedroom in the manor.

"I couldn't really test much during the trip. The surveillance was just too tight."

"Heh... and exactly what kind of surveillance was that?"

"I couldn't do anything dangerous near Elu or Luna. And above all, Fee was..."

"Fee was what?"

No, wait a second.

I should have entered the Research Room alone. If that's the case, who on earth am I talking to right now?

I froze mid-work and slowly looked behind me. There stood Fee, a smile directed right at me.

"Yuri-sama, weren't you supposed to be resting properly?"

"A-Ahaha... T-That was the plan, but I just couldn't get to sleep."

"That's a lie. We entered the manor together, but Yuri-sama didn't head for the bed. You came straight to this room first."

"You... don't tell me."

Perhaps it was because she had been guarding me all this time, but as she grew, Fee had acquired a multitude of Assassination-type Skills. 

If I had been on high alert, it might have been one thing, but it was nearly impossible to sense her presence when I had let my guard down, giddy with the prospect of finally resuming my research in my own home.

"If you're going to be like this, Fee can never let her guard down."

"B-But everyone needs a breather once in a while, right?"

"In Yuri-sama's case, you immerse yourself in research for days on end. That's not a 'breather.'"

"Ugh..."

She had me. As expected of Fee—she’d spent so much time by my side that she could read my moves before I even made them.

However, I had grown too. 

I wasn't about to collapse from Magic Power Depletion at this late stage. When it came to magic itself, I truly believed I was no match for Sage Melty. Though, if I ever said that to Melty herself, she’d likely retort, "I do not possess such common-sense-defying Magic Power or logic!"

"It's okay. You can work for just a little bit. As a breather."

It seemed Fee hadn't come here to stop me after all. She sat down next to me, still wearing that smile. Was she in a good mood? It was rare for her to give me the green light.

"Is it really okay?"

"I know that Yuri-sama won't cause Magic Power Depletion anymore."

"Alright then. In that case, I'll go all night—"

"But even if your Magic Power is incredible, your physical strength is lower than Fee's. I'll be watching closely to make sure you don't push yourself too hard."

My aptitude should have been higher, but since I rarely trained my body, Fee’s numerical growth in physical stats had apparently surpassed mine. Usually, I could use magic to buff myself, so the gap didn't feel significant. But if I didn't stay mindful of it, I could easily become a liability in an environment where magic was sealed. 

Since I have the aptitude for it, maybe I should do a bit of physical training.

First, as a precursor to the special training, I'll start with an all-nighter—

"Yuri-sama is thinking of something bad again!"

I hadn't said a word, yet Fee somehow saw right through me.

"N-No, it’s nothing like that..."

"I know you. You were probably planning to spend several days straight on Magic Tool Crafting."

"No, no, it's not that bad!"

"Ha! So you were thinking of something similar!"

She had skillfully led me into a trap and read my thoughts. Fee, who I thought was angry, suddenly burst out laughing. Drawn in by her mirth, I found myself laughing along with her.

"This place has finally developed enough to be called a town."

There were less than four years left until the deadline. Judging by the current pace of development, I felt like I had room to breathe.

"We'll make it bigger and bigger. We'll turn it into a great country that won't lose to the Kingdom."

Fee spread her arms wide to emphasize the scale.

"That's right... At this rate, it certainly will become a substantial territory... Wait. What did you just say?"

"Make it bigger and bigger."

"No, after that."

"Make it a great country!"

Fee said it as if it were the most natural conclusion in the world. 

Where did I go wrong? How did I let her succumb to such a massive misunderstanding?

"I have no intention of founding a country, you know."

"...Is that so?" Fee looked genuinely shocked.

"Of course! No matter how you look at it, I'm just performing the duties of an ordinary Lord..."

I paused to think about it calmly. 

True, depending on the perspective, my actions thus far could be seen as laying the groundwork for a new nation. I doubt the Beast King or the Emperor would misunderstand, but it wouldn't be strange for someone who doesn't know me to see it that way.

If that happened, there was a very real possibility I would be reported for plotting to rebel against the Kingdom of Inraku.

This is bad. This is very bad... Even though the town has developed enough that Independence is within reach, being branded as a Rebel would change everything.

Fortunately, this was the frontier, far removed from the Royal Capital. It would still be a while before rumors reached the ears of the high nobility. Even then, they wouldn't be able to mobilize immediately; they would likely send someone they trusted to this territory first to scout the situation. 

And if they sensed an intent to revolt during that investigation, that’s when the army would move.

"...I should strengthen the defenses, just in case."

The situation wasn't going to change overnight, anyway.

"Oh, that reminds me," Fee said. "Someone came by saying they wanted to meet Yuri-sama. They were introduced by Emilina-san, and they're currently teaching Al and the others their lessons here in the territory."

It seemed that even if the Kingdom Faction hadn't arrived yet, the Protagonist Faction was already on its way.
The First Melon War

The next day, I was taking my usual "vacation"—which really just meant tinkering with magic tools—when it seemed a visitor had arrived to see me.

“Who is it?” I asked.

“It’s the person Emilina-san introduced yesterday. I believe... her name was Acre-san,” Fee replied. 

Remembering names clearly wasn't Fee's strong suit, but I suppose that was just part of her charm. I didn't point it out, choosing instead to focus on how to handle this newcomer. 

Even if she technically belongs to the Protagonist Faction—making her an enemy in my book—she’s also the person who can provide exactly what this territory is decisively lacking. I couldn't afford to be cold. However, if I showed too much favor and allowed the protagonists to latch onto me, that would be equally problematic. In the end, it was probably best to keep her at arm's length, just like my current relationship with Emilina.

“I see. I’ll head over once I’ve finished my preparations. Show her to the reception room.”

“I figured you’d say that, so I already sent her ahead. Elu-san is speaking with her now.”

Fee answered with total nonchalance, but I tilted my head, puzzled. “Elu is? Are they acquaintances?”

“It didn't look like it, but they seemed to be getting along quite well.”

Perhaps they had found some common ground. In any case, if they were enjoying themselves, it wouldn't be right to disturb them immediately. It was probably better to give them a little more time.

“Fine. Bring out some tea snacks, would you? I’ll be there after I finish up here.”

“Understood. But don't you dare start playing with that thing you’re hiding behind your back.”

Damn, she saw right through me. My plan to squeeze in some magic tool crafting during the gap had been exposed instantly.

“It’s fine. I’m just finishing a quick part,” I countered.

“If you keep saying things like that, you’ll never leave this room. I’m coming back for you soon, so please get ready.”

Having been firmly urged by Fee, I reluctantly began preparing to meet this "Acre-san."



The moment I stepped into the reception room, my eyes were immediately drawn to two mountain ranges that loomed even larger than Emilina’s. 

However, in that same instant, Fee and Elu directed judgmental glares my way. I cleared my throat, trying to regain my composure.

“Would you like to touch them?”

As if mocking my internal struggle, Acre-san spoke up. It was a literal devil’s whisper. Acting as if she didn't mind in the slightest, Acre-san actually hoisted her chest up to emphasize the point. I felt like looking away would, conversely, be its own form of rudeness.

However, I was still the Lord of this land. I firmly suppressed my base desires. 

If I were just a normal eleven-year-old, this might have been a humorous scene. But I wasn't. And more importantly, I wasn't alone. Elu—the princess of the Beast Kingdom and my prospective fiancée—was standing right there. If I openly flirted with another woman, it would be seen as a slight against her nation. At worst, the Beast King might take it as a declaration of war. That would put an end to my dreams of independence—and likely result in my immediate execution.

My hands clenched so tightly my knuckles turned white, but I forced a gentlemanly smile. “No. I couldn’t possibly be so disrespectful to a woman I’ve only just met.”

“Oh? Don’t you think it’s equally rude to refuse a lady’s invitation?” Acre-san replied with a playful tilt of her head. 

She was clearly enjoying this. I could sense that her jovial attitude was merely a facade, which actually helped me remain calm. Elu, however, was past the point of reason.

“S-Stop throwing yourself at someone else’s fiancé!” Elu shouted.

“My, I wasn’t doing anything of the sort. Yuri-sama simply looked intrigued, so I thought I’d offer my... assistance with his research.”

“I don’t care! If you’re going to offer anyone, then offer mine—!” 

Elu stopped, looking down at her own body. While she wasn't completely flat, her silhouette was relatively modest. Compared to Acre-san, the difference was so vast that a comparison wasn't even possible. 

“Fee-san, you say something too!”

“Eh? Me?!” Fee squeaked, her voice jumping an octave. She looked at Acre, then back at herself, and her shoulders slumped in defeat. “I... I think we should just retreat.”

“Don’t run away! We have to fight together!”

“There’s no winning this one...”

“...That isn't true!”

The door swung open as Luna marched into the room, followed by Emilina. 

To an observer, a situation with one man and five women might be envied as a harem, but for me, it was pure hell. I had two foreign princesses acting as fiancée candidates, two members of the Protagonist Faction, and my only ally—Fee—had already surrendered. I was sitting on a bed of nails.

“Yuri likes them small. That’s why he only keeps small girls around him.”

Luna pointed an accusatory finger at me. At her bold claim, Elu, Fee, and even Acre-san let out collective gasps of awe.

“...Therefore, the only ones who can be his fiancées are me and Elu,” Luna declared, puffing out her non-existent chest.

I’m pretty sure the only reason you’re candidates is because of political maneuvering, but sure.

However, Fee, having been suddenly excluded from the "small" category, looked devastated. “B-But Fee is...”

“Well, Fee-san is big,” Elu noted.

“Quite large,” Acre-san agreed. It felt less like a compliment and more like a targeted jab.

“Y-Yuri-sama, what do you think?!” Fee wailed, turning to me for salvation.

I looked at her with an exhausted expression. “I don't even know what we’re talking about anymore. Can we please get to the main topic?”

I turned my gaze back to Acre-san. She blinked, as if finally remembering her purpose for being here.

“I understand. You can touch as much as you like.”

“THAT’S NOT IT!”

In the end, it took a very long time before we actually got down to business.
A Reincarnator?

The conversation finally settled down. I sank deep into my chair and turned my attention toward Acre.

"To reintroduce myself—though I suppose it’s unnecessary at this point—I am Yuri Lousouth, the Lord of this territory. I’m grateful you went to the trouble of coming all the way from the Royal Capital for our sake."

"Oh, think nothing of it. It was a request from none other than Emilina-san, after all," she replied. "I am Alexia Northraid, a Priest of the Church. It’s a pleasure to meet you."

Acre—now introduced as Alexia—bowed her head.

The moment I heard that name, I reflexively glanced back at Fee. She looked mortified, realizing she had remembered the name incorrectly. She ducked her head in an apologetic gesture meant only for me.

"A Priest... I see. You aren't a Saint?"

"I’m afraid I cannot use Holy Magic," Alexia said with a smile, though she offered no further explanation.

"My apologies. I shouldn't have asked something so insensitive."

"Not at all. Thanks to that lack of talent, I was able to stay with Emilina, and eventually come to this territory to meet you, Yuri-sama. I must thank God for that."

She pressed her palms together in a brief, graceful prayer.

"So," I said, steering the topic back, "what do you think of the state of the territory? It’s a bit of a disaster, isn't it?"

The population was growing, but the vast majority of the residents were either children or mercenaries. Trying to educate a horde of children while simultaneously managing the territory without everything grinding to a halt was a monumental task.

In truth, we had practically thrown our hands up in despair.

Yet Alexia seemed to be handling it with an air of effortless composure. She was clearly experienced, but I still found it impossible to imagine the hot-headed Al following her orders obediently.

"Just what kind of magic did you use on them?"

"I didn't use any magic at all."

As she spoke, Alexia crossed her arms, a movement that served to emphasize her bust. Every one of her gestures seemed calculated to draw the eye. The fact that she did it so casually made it all the more dangerous. Perhaps that was why Al and the others were suddenly so well-behaved.

"...I see. Would you mind if I stopped by later to watch you teach?"

"Of course not. I'm sure the children would be delighted."

I also wanted to check on the state of the fields. Al had been spouting some utter nonsense a while back about creating a 'Meat Field.' I assumed that now that he was receiving a proper education, he’d transitioned to managing the crops like a normal human being. Food security was vital for our independence, so any progress there was welcome.

"I’ll head over later, then. But for now... tell me, Alexia. Is there something you want me to do for you?"

Between the sales of the magic tool refrigerators, our finances were relatively stable. However, to someone from the central Church in the Royal Capital, our coffers were likely a pittance. I found it hard to believe they would send a specialist to the frontier out of pure altruism without expecting something in return.

The most logical conclusion was that Alexia had been dispatched because there was something the Church—or Alexia herself—wanted from me.

Alexia’s smile widened. "I heard from Emilina that you are aiming for Independence, Yuri-sama."

"That’s right. I intend to make this land an independent sovereign state."

I had already told my inner circle, so there was no point in hiding it now. If she was Emilina’s acquaintance, she had almost certainly heard the details through her.

"I would like to help you achieve that. Though, to be clear, this is less the Church’s agenda and more my own personal desire."

"And why is that? What merit is there for you in my independence?"

"If I had to put it into words... my goal is the same as yours, Yuri-sama."

The same as mine?

My goal was to escape the "collective responsibility" that would inevitably destroy the Lousouth House—the Mastermind Family. I couldn't imagine Alexia had any connection to my family, but...

The only reason I knew about the impending doom and was working to prevent it was because of my knowledge of the game's plot.

...Is Alexia a Reincarnator too?

If she was, she just became a incredibly dangerous variable. I couldn't be certain yet, and there was always the chance she was simply misunderstanding my motivations. However, she wasn't showing any signs of hostility. For now, the best move was to use her.

"I see. That’s encouraging. I’ll gladly take all the help I can get to reach that goal."

"Yes, of course. For that sake, I wouldn't even mind sharing your bed."

"Please, do mind it!" Elu shouted, clinging to my arm. Beside her, Fee and Luna nodded in fierce agreement.

"My, Yuri-sama. You really are well-loved," Alexia giggled. "That’s exactly why you’re so much fun to tea—no, it's nothing."

"You’re doing this on purpose, aren't you?"

"Your reactions are just so innocent, I couldn't help myself. Well then, shall we head out?"

I realized then that it was already past noon. It was time for the children's study session to begin.
Alexia's Past

I followed Alexia to a small shed situated near the fields. 

She explained that it was a gesture of consideration for the children working the land; by placing the schoolhouse here, she ensured they didn't have to travel far to transition from manual labor to their studies.

"Education... there are so many children who desire it, yet never receive the chance," Alexia said, her gaze drifting toward some distant, invisible horizon.

She seemed to be lost in a memory, or perhaps a regret.

"True enough. For most children, just surviving the day takes everything they have," I replied.

The reality was cold. Even in my own territory, children were often factored into the manual labor force. It was a grim necessity, though still a far better fate than watching them wither away from hunger.

"The children in this territory seem truly happy, though," Alexia added, her expression softening into a smile.

Just then, a boy came running toward her. He wore a serious, focused expression that was betrayed by the massive, beaming grin on his face. It was Al.

"Boob Big Sister! Come over here!"

Well, Al is still Al. 

I couldn't help but let a small smile slip at the sound of that familiar, ridiculous greeting.

"What is it, Al?" she asked.

"It’s finally done! My field!"

"Oh? Well, congratulations are in order. Shall we go take a look?"

Alexia glanced at me, silently seeking my approval. Naturally, I had no reason to refuse. I couldn't even begin to imagine what kind of field would make Al this ecstatic, and curiosity was starting to get the better of me. 

Considering the boy used to think Meat just naturally grew in the dirt, this felt like significant personal growth. Perhaps Alexia’s influence was already paying off.



I’d like a refund on my sentimentality.

The moment we reached the field, I instinctively buried my face in my hands. 

Spread out before us was a patch of land where dozens of small Rams had been planted directly into the Earth.

"My, my. Look how much they've grown," Alexia chirped.

"Yeah! I tried all sorts of things to see what would make 'em sprout," Al said, beaming as Alexia praised him with a hand to her cheek.

I stared at the Ram Field stretching out before me. Without a word, I grabbed Alexia’s hand and hauled her a safe distance away from the boy.

"How? Why is this happening?!" I hissed. "Al’s common sense has completely fractured again!"

"Now, now. It’s important to value a child’s autonomy, don't you think?"

"There’s a limit to autonomy! Why are there sheep growing out of the ground?!"

"...Effort?"

"Effort doesn't grow sheep!"

"But," Alexia said, her tone suddenly turning pragmatic, "if Meat could be harvested from a field, our food security issues would be solved in an instant, wouldn't they?"

I choked back my retort. She was right. 

This land was a wasteland, a barren stretch of Earth where vegetables barely clung to life. Currently, we were only scraping by because our population was low and the Mercenaries were hunting Monsters for food. But that wasn't a sustainable strategy; we were one bad season or one migration away from disaster. 

We could buy supplies, but relying on outside trade meant leaving our lives in the hands of others—a thought that sat poorly with me. In that light, an infinite supply of Meat was a blessing for the territory.

If you can ignore the absolute insanity of how it looks.

"Even so, once you harvest them, they won't grow back, right?" I argued. "They're living creatures. You can't just plant them like seeds."

It seemed more efficient to just let them graze like normal livestock.

"Big bro, you're still too soft," Al interrupted. "Just watch."

Al reached down and 'harvested' one of the small Rams. As the plump creature was pulled from the ground, it left a hole in the dirt. Al reached into a pouch and tossed something into the opening.

"It’s that white stuff I made with you before," he said proudly.

He was talking about the powder we'd developed. It was a growth stimulant—utterly tasteless and useless for anything other than accelerating crop cycles. Or so I had thought.

"By tomorrow morning, there'll be more Meat planted right here."

So it’s not a farm. It’s a trap. He was using the powder to lure them into the ground. When I looked at it that way, a shred of logic returned to the situation. 

As long as I don't look at the field of buried sheep...

I looked toward the back of the patch and noticed one Ram that was significantly larger than the others.

"...Why are you planted in there too?!" I yelled.

It was the real Ram—the individual, not just the species.

"The food in this dirt is delicious, baaa," he replied contentedly.

"Amazing, right?" Al added. "With this many, we’ve got enough food to last a week."

Al looked genuinely happy. Ram seemed happy too, though I questioned the sanity of a creature that was perfectly fine being viewed as a seven-day food supply. Still, he didn't seem to mind, and if things ever reached a true state of emergency, we might not have the luxury of choice. 

Besides, Ram’s ability to move around was impressive enough that if he wanted to spend his downtime acting like a vegetable, I suppose that was his business.

"Fine. Whatever," I sighed. "Do you at least know why the... sheep are gathering here?"

"Nope! No clue!"

So the 'completed' field was just a result of trial and error, not actual understanding.

"They are likely being drawn in by Magic Power," Alexia interjected. "I can sense a faint trace of it within these 'meat-trees.' In a sense, they might be akin to spirits."

I recalled Al mentioning something about Meat Spirits before. It seemed he hadn't been hallucinating after all.

"Are you an expert on spirits?" I asked Alexia.

"I happened to meet a Great Spirit once," she replied. "I was very young at the time, but..."

For some reason, she placed a hand over her chest as she spoke. Was she implying the spirit had something to do with her... development? No, she said it happened when she was a child.

I fell silent, bracing myself for whatever she was about to tell me.
The Arrival of the Second Prince

Alexia spoke slowly, her voice soft as she began to recount her past.

"A long time ago, I suffered a terrible injury. The one who saved me back then... it was a Great Spirit."

When Alexia was still a young girl, she had been caught in an incident involving a group of Thieves. While she had narrowly escaped death, she had remained unconscious for a long time afterward.

"No matter who I told, everyone insisted that no such spirit existed," she said, a bitter, self-deprecating smile crossing her face. "But I still believe. I believe a Great Spirit healed me."

I couldn't say for sure whether such a being actually existed. 

However, as someone who had been reincarnated into this world, the idea of a Great Spirit appearing in a dream to provide medical treatment didn't sound entirely far-fetched to me.

"That’s why I joined the Church; I wanted to meet that Great Spirit once more. But I didn't have the Holy Magic Aptitude to become a Priest... Still, this life is fulfilling in its own way."

"I see. So the reason you came to this territory was that you thought you might find that spirit here?"

We already had a spirit named Ram here, after all. It wasn't a stretch to think others might manifest. If there was a problem, however, it was the boy standing right in front of me. 

These sheep in the field... if they’re the same as Ram, doesn't that make them spirits?

If he was planning to eat them, I expected Alexia to be furious, yet she simply stood by and watched.

"That's part of it," she said. "Because I believe you can coexist with spirits, Lord Yuri."

Her eyes, however, weren't laughing.

Yeah, there’s definitely something wrong with this Meat Field, isn't there?

"Uh, listen, Al... picking Meat from a field like it’s a vegetable isn’t exactly... right. You know?"

"Why not, big bro? I worked so hard to grow them this big!"

"He’s right," Alexia added, rebuking me. "You have to acknowledge Al’s hard work."

Wait, even Alexia? Has she not noticed?

No, that wasn't it. It simply meant that, to Alexia, this field didn't pose any problem at all.

"I—I suppose you’re right. Keep up the good work."

"Big bro finally praised me! Whoo-hoo!"

"Hehe, isn't that wonderful?"

"Yeah! It’s all thanks to the help I got from Boob Big Sister!"

Al began to bounce around, looking like he was about to burst into a victory dance. Alexia watched him with a pleased expression.

Whatever happened to common sense in this world?

Our original goal seemed to have been lost somewhere along the way, but since she appeared to be managing the children well enough, I decided to let it go for the time being.

◇ ◇ ◇

A few days after my visit to Al’s field.

Al suddenly burst into my room, looking completely panicked.

"Big bro, it’s bad! Goldie is here!"

"Goldie?"

As usual, Al’s reporting left much to be desired. However, since he usually described things exactly as they looked, I assumed something garishly gold had entered the territory.

Only someone with exceptionally tacky taste would travel in something like that.

It was likely someone of high status. It could be Miranda, having somehow returned after being blasted into the sky, or perhaps some nearby Parvenu Noble...

I had my hands full just managing my own lands and hadn't gathered much intelligence on the internal affairs of the Kingdom of Inraku. I hadn't even managed to properly greet the neighboring lords yet. It wouldn't be surprising if someone like Viscount Gessru had decided to show up.

Still, even if such a person arrived, they had to know from the start that my territory was broke. I’d just provide the usual hospitality and be done with it.

"Now that I think about it," Al added, "there was a drawing on it—like a weird bird and a sword."

"...A bird?"

To have a design like that... they must really love showing off. But wait, I’ve seen that somewhere before... like the Crest on the National Flag flying over the Royal Castle...

"Wait a minute! Doesn't that mean someone from the Royal Family is here?!"

"I don't know about all that! I only saw them from a distance!"

If our guest truly was royalty, I couldn't afford to keep them waiting. I threw on my best clothes, tidied my appearance, and rushed out of the room.

"Also, coming from the other way, there's a Suspicious Group with Strange Boxes and... hey, big bro! You're going too fast!"

Al was still trying to finish his report, but I didn't have time for that. I sprinted toward the location where the royal procession was reportedly arriving.
Confrontation

I needed to figure out a way to transmit more detailed information.

That was the thought occupying my mind as I hurried toward the castle gate. For example, a magic tool that could transmit voices, much like a telephone... Since teleportation magic existed in this world, sending nothing but a voice seemed like it should be easy enough.

In my previous world, voices were converted into electrical signals for transmission. If I could successfully substitute those signals with magic power...

Lost in thought, I began subconsciously crafting magic stones. Fee, walking beside me, shot me a look of pure suspicion. However, she’d already told me that doing this now was “better than doing it in front of the royal family,” so she let it slide for the moment.

This was my only chance.

I threw myself into creating the magic tool, but the results were underwhelming. I managed to produce something that allowed communication between two magic stones, similar to a transceiver, but that was the extent of it. Since the stones were paired, I would need a separate stone for every single person I wanted to reach.

At that rate, I’d have to build a dedicated communication magic stone room just to manage the connections. I had no choice but to label the project a failure.

“What’s this?” Fee asked.

“A magic tool that lets people speak to one another even when they’re far apart.”

“I want it!”

For some reason, Fee was practically beaming with desire. Since I had been planning to scrap the prototypes anyway, I handed them to her without a second thought.

“Are you sure? It’s a pretty useless invention.”

“Of course I’m sure!”

Fee happily accepted the two telephone tools. Then, she immediately tried to hand one back to me.

“...What’s wrong? You need both for them to work.”

“I know that.”

Did she want to test them? It was a brand-new concept, so it stood to reason she might not understand the mechanics.

“All right. Let me explain how to use—”

“I already know. I was watching you, Yuri-sama.”

Fee’s voice drifted out from the magic tool in my hand.

“If you’ve got the hang of it, then there’s no problem. Just keep in mind that using it drains a lot of magic power, so you’ll need to replenish the stones frequently.”

I tried to hand the device back to her again, but she refused to take it.

“I want you to keep that one, Yuri-sama. That way, I can contact you whenever I want.”

Fee is my personal attendant; she’s almost always at my side. When exactly is she planning on ‘contacting’ me? Despite the logical flaw, seeing the sheer joy on her face made me decide to just let it go. It didn't really matter.

◇　◇　◇

We eventually reached the spot where the luxurious carriage had come to a halt.

It was every bit as gaudy as reported—a Goldie carriage that was a masterclass in terrible taste. My heart sank as I spotted the crest emblazoned on the side. It was unmistakably that of the royal family.

Coming all the way to a frontier region in a carriage this conspicuous was practically an invitation to be ambushed. What were they thinking?

However, that wasn't the only carriage there. A second one sat nearby—a plain white model that looked ordinary enough, save for the familiar-looking boxes stacked in the back.

Are those... refrigerators?

It seemed Marina had returned. The recognizable cargo was a relief, but it raised a new question: why had they stopped here? A deep sense of dread began to churn in my gut.

I tried to tell myself I was overthinking it, but that hope was shattered the moment I saw the group.

Marina was there, standing next to an elderly man. They were currently locked in a heated argument with a man who appeared to be Second Prince Noris. I had a vague memory of him from a game cutscene, but since he hadn't been a capture target, my recollection of his face was fuzzy at best.

“Why is Duke Ames here?!” the Prince demanded.

“Because we are old acquaintances of Yuri-dono,” the Duke replied coolly.

Wait, since when? Marina was a customer who had stayed in town for a few days to buy some magic tools. As for the man beside her—presumably the Duke—I’d never even met him.

“And what about you?” the Duke countered. “What are you plotting, coming all the way to a frontier region like this? Surely you aren’t planning to invade the Holy Principality of Ames?”

His tone was incredibly provocative for someone speaking to a foreign prince. Since it didn't involve me directly, I wasn't too worried about the breach in etiquette, but I desperately wanted them to stop causing a scene in my territory. If this kept up, my lands were going to become the epicenter of a diplomatic disaster.

Plastering a polite smile on my face, I stepped between the two parties.

“You’ve all come a long way. It’s hardly proper to stand around talking in a place like this, so why don't we head inside the estate for now?”

I hoped my intervention would give them both a chance to cool their heads. The elderly man finally noticed my presence, his eyes widening in shock. In the next heartbeat, he grabbed my hands, tears streaming down his face.

“Oh... Are you God...?”

“No. No, I am not.”

I gave a flat, calm rebuttal to the man’s sudden lunacy. Marina offered a weary smile.

“Father, please compose yourself. Yuri-sama is a human being.”

“O-Oh, right. Of course. My apologies. I suppose I jumped to conclusions a bit too quickly.”

“N-No, it’s fine. I was just... a little surprised.”

This group was as pushy as ever. Fortunately, they seemed focused on the refrigerator magic tools for now, so they probably wouldn't pester me further today.

I turned my attention toward Second Prince Noris. He looked stunned by the apparent friendship between Marina and me. From his perspective, the daughter of a foreign Duke was on intimate terms with the son of a minor lord in the middle of nowhere. It was a situation that defied all social logic.

“We can discuss the details later,” I said. “For now, please, come inside and rest after your long journey.”

“A-Ah... Yes, let’s do that,” Noris managed to stammer out.
Chapter 110

Error: Empty response from Draft generation.
Mixed Bathing (Though Not with the Opposite Sex)

I headed toward the Grand Bath I’d been directed to, assuming it wouldn't be anything particularly impressive. 

The changing room was unexpectedly splendid, though, being a commoner’s inn, there were naturally no maids to assist me in undressing. I had no choice but to strip off my own clothes before stepping into the bath area.

I froze. What spread out before my eyes was a tub far more expansive than anything I had ever seen back at the Royal Castle.

Impossible... What is this place? A bath reserved for nobility?

That was a possibility. I had heard that members of the Royal Family from neighboring countries often visited this territory. A bath of this scale would be a necessity to provide them with proper hospitality. 

But then, why build such a thing here at an inn? If it were for high-ranking guests, wouldn't it make more sense to put it in his superior’s mansion? Surely he wouldn't suggest that every house in this town came equipped with a bath this size?

It wasn't entirely outside the realm of possibility. Even as I tried to dismiss the thought, I realized I had no evidence to refute it. My fiancée, Miranda, had warned me that this territory was insane. Considering she was the daughter of a Duke, if she was rattled, then this was likely only the beginning.

As I stood there lost in thought, a crowd of people suddenly swarmed into the room.

"W-what are you doing!?" I stammered.

"The hell do you mean 'what'? It’s a bath, ain’t it?" 

The men stepped into the water as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Back at the Royal Castle, maids would certainly enter the bath with me to scrub my back, but I had never shared a tub with anyone else. To be thrust into a mixed bath with a pack of Mercenaries went beyond "rare"—it felt entirely wrong.

Still, when in the territory, do as the locals do. It wouldn't serve me to cause a scene here and earn Yuri’s antipathy. It was just a bath with some other men. If I couldn't handle something this trivial, I’d never survive in this land.

"...Alright. Let's do this!"

I braced myself and stepped into the water. In that instant, a sensation washed over me as if every ounce of my exhaustion was being vaporized. I felt a dreamlike weightlessness, a sense of floating that bordered on the ethereal.

It made sense. This bath wasn't just powered by a Water Heating Magic Stone; it was equipped with another stone that imbued the Water with a Holy Attribute. 

I suspected Yuri’s only thought was that the Holy Attribute was efficient for scrubbing away grime. He likely had no idea that the water was actively knitting together the wounds of every Mercenary in the building. A bath that heals injuries without the user lifting a finger—that alone was a strategic threat.

What would happen if this technology fell into the hands of another nation? We were on the border, a place where blood was spilled as a matter of course. If wounded soldiers could soak in this tub and return to the front lines fully healed the very next day... the tactical advantage would be monstrous. One wouldn't even need to soak; simply bottling the water and carrying it away would be enough. 

A war could break out over this single tub.

"I see... So that's why the other nations are watching us."

I was tempted to fill a bottle and smuggle it home myself. 

No, no. If I do that and Yuri marks me as an enemy, I'm finished.

I couldn't allow the power to create such things to be handed over to outsiders. At all costs, it had to stay within this country... or perhaps not. If it stayed, the other nations would simply tear us apart trying to take it. 

If Yuri himself desired Independence, it might actually be in the best interest of the Kingdom of Inraku to grant it. We could then treat this land as a Subordinate State. It would deepen our diplomatic ties with other powers, and the nightmarish bureaucratic red tape that currently made travel impossible would vanish.

Besides, if the Kingdom of Inraku ever faced a crisis, I would be safe as long as I kept Yuri in my debt. Perhaps I should even request to be dispatched here as a Minister—effectively acting as Yuri's Overseer. Once the court realized I had no intention of inheriting the throne, the vultures plotting my demise would disappear. And since I’d be doing Yuri a favor, he wouldn't treat me poorly.

The more I thought about it, the more it felt like the perfect escape.

But independence, really? I can't imagine why anyone would want to found a nation. It's nothing but a magnet for more troublesome work.

Yet, given the technology this territory possessed, no existing nation would ever be allowed to monopolize it. For the sake of peace, it would have to be a Neutral State, its power shared equally among all.

"I can't just act on my own, though. I need to confirm Yuri's intentions first."

Then again, Yuri was the son of that Staff Officer. If I let my guard down, he’d have me dancing on his strings. Just imagining the overbearing, "take-no-prisoners" attitude of Balan Lousouth made me shudder.

Regardless, I had to overcome this if I wanted to secure the future I desired. I steeled my resolve. 

But at that exact moment, my head began to swim, and my consciousness simply flickered out.
Marina’s Faith

Marina and her father, Duke Ames, were ushered into an inn separate from the one housing Noris. Despite the comfort of their surroundings, the Duke was currently trembling with incandescent rage.

“Why is God debasing himself by serving such a trivial prince?!” he roared. “I should launch a campaign at once and—”

“Father, if you do such a thing, you’ll only make Yuri-sama—our God—hate you,” Marina cautioned.

“Mu... g-guu... But to leave such an irreverent brat to his own devices is—”

“Naturally, Yuri-sama understands what he is doing. He is letting the boy run loose for a reason. Perhaps even a creature like that has some part to play in His design.”

“T-That... you truly think so?!”

“I cannot say for certain. A mere mortal like me couldn't possibly fathom the full extent of God’s—of Yuri-sama’s—intentions.”

Marina spoke with an ecstatic, glazed expression, her hands clasped as she practically worshiped the Cooler installed in the room. Her behavior was so suspicious it bordered on cult fanaticism, but to these two, that didn't matter in the slightest.

“We won’t find the answer by guessing,” Marina continued. “So, why don’t you simply ask Yuri-sama yourself?”

“I would hate to trouble His hands with such trivialities, but it would be an even greater sin if our misguided actions caused Him grief,” Duke Ames conceded, nodding in agreement.

“Even so, God’s handiwork remains as extraordinary as ever, doesn’t it?” Marina mused, her eyes wandering across the room again.

Aside from the Cooler, there was a Refrigerator to chill drinks as if it were the most natural thing in the world. There was a bath where Water and hot water flowed freely, and even the Lighting Magic Tools—which required neither wax nor oil—were used throughout the town as standard equipment. 

If one were to try and implement this level of luxury in the Holy Principality of Ames, even the entire national budget wouldn't cover the cost.

Then, there was the device in the hallway. Marina had spotted a Small Golem of a design she had never seen before: a short, cylindrical mass of iron wandering the corridors with erratic movements.

“Yuri-sama made this as well, didn't he?” 

She didn't understand the logic behind its movement, but she assumed it served some profound purpose. Perhaps it’s a Security Golem meant to repel invaders? The more she thought about it, the more formidable it seemed. Its compact size was a masterstroke; with a few adjustments, it would be the perfect tool for Stealth operations.

Conversely, with these mechanical eyes watching every corner, no one could cause a disturbance undetected. Perhaps Yuri-sama had intentionally placed these Small Golems in plain sight as a deterrent.

“Um... Rooma-sama, was it? Is that the name of this golem? What a majestic title, truly fitting for a Town Guardian.”

“It is a Mythical-class Magic Tool,” the Duke added solemnly. “A tool fit for a God.”

“I’m sure it counterattacks with magic the moment it detects an intruder.”

“The way it’s been absorbing Wind all this time... that must be the source of its power.”

The Rooma continued its journey, its reputation growing more exaggerated by the second because neither of them could conceive of a machine that simply sucked up dust. They refused to believe it was merely performing a basic, pre-programmed function.

“There are even more wonders here than during my last visit,” Marina whispered, her cheeks flushing. “As expected of our God...”

“I finally understand the weight of your words,” the Duke said.

“Then, regarding the matter of Yuri-sama’s Independence?”

“Of course. I want Yuri-sama to rule our country by any means necessary. To that end, we must first invite him to our lands—”

“Father, don’t forget the talk of my engagement, as well.”

“Right. In any case, we will settle everything after we meet Yuri-sama tomorrow.”



Why is it always one thing after another?

After throwing—no, guiding—Noris, Marina, and her father to their respective inns, I collapsed in my room and buried my face in my hands.

“How did it even get to this point?”

The problem hadn’t started today, but it had certainly peaked. I needed to stay on the good side of Noris. He was a member of the Royal Family and Alexia’s fiancé; if the Second Prince took a liking to this territory, he might actually help me secure Independence.

But if I pursued that, I’d need someone to keep the runaway train that was Marina under control. Since she was obsessed with Magic Tools, maybe I should introduce her to Melty? 

Then again, Melty was an essential asset to this territory now. She was an eccentric who wanted to spend her life on the top floor of the Swaying Tower, but when it came to Magic Tool Crafting, her skills rivaled my own. I suppose she really was a Sage, for better or worse.

Still, it baffled me. Why were all these main—read: troublesome—characters like a Sage, a Saint, and a Hero congregating in my territory? At this rate, a Sword Saint or even the Original Game Protagonist would probably show up next. 

If a crowd like that gathered here, someone would eventually try to stick me with the task of Demon Lord subjugation. I had zero interest in taking that kind of risk.

No, there’s no point in overthinking it now. As long as I achieve Independence, my peace and quiet will be guaranteed.

Despite the nagging tinge of anxiety in my gut, I turned my thoughts toward a more pressing matter: exactly how I was going to suck up to my guests tomorrow.
Meeting

The following day, I found myself sitting down for a meeting with Second Prince Noris.

I was certain his goal was to determine if I, the Lord of this town, was engaging in any suspicious activities. After all, it had only been a short while since I had—by complete accident and purely through force majeure—sent my older sister, Miranda, flying. She was Noris’s fiancée, and no matter how unintentional it had been, the fact remained that I had laid a hand on her.

If he’s here to lodge a complaint, I doubt he’d be showing me such a friendly smile.

Was he here to confirm something else, then? I hadn't done anything else "wrong," strictly speaking. When I looked at it from that perspective, there was no reason to be so guarded. In fact, since I was acting for the benefit of the country, there was a chance he had come as the King's Messenger to offer me an ennoblement.

This town had certainly developed. Compared to the surrounding territories, it didn't pale in the slightest. Since I had accomplished all of this on my own, it wouldn’t be strange for them to recognize my potential and grant me a title at any moment. 

If that happens, I can finally achieve independence as a noble.

If I secured that, the threat of ruin would finally vanish. My ultimate goal was within reach. I felt a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth and quickly suppressed it, reaching out to offer Noris a handshake.

“Thank you very much for traveling to such a remote land to see us,” I said.

“No, no, the pleasure is mine. I must say, I am truly moved by the high level of technology in this country,” Noris replied.

For some reason, the Second Prince was acting incredibly reverent toward me. Furthermore, his tone suggested he viewed this place as an entirely separate nation. Surely I’m just imagining things?

“That is all thanks to the kingdom allowing me to act so freely,” I offered humbly.

“Hahaha, surely you jest. This is all due to Lord Yuri's power.”

This is a good sign. The Second Prince was openly acknowledging my influence.

“Actually, Lord Yuri, I was hoping to count on that power of yours for a certain request...?”

I braced myself. Here it is. The main event. He was likely going to test me to see if I was truly worthy of being a noble. I welcomed it. For the sake of my independence, I would tackle whatever he threw at me with everything I had.

“Of course. What is it you require of me?”

“The truth is... I would like you to shelter me here.”

Hearing that, I felt I had a grasp on the general situation. Second Prince Noris was likely being targeted by assassins. He needed a place to hide until the culprit was identified, and he had chosen this town. It was a remote border region, perfect for lying low. Moreover, I was on good terms with the leaders of neighboring countries—I was even engaged to them. If things went south, he could easily flee across the border.

“And who exactly is your opponent?” I asked.

“Well, there are many. But one in particular is a devil-like person.”

A devil-like person? So he’s being targeted by the Demon Race?

“I suppose I should consult Lucille about this,” I mused aloud. “She’s knowledgeable about the Demon Race, so she might have an idea who we’re dealing with.”

“L-Lucille... you say?!” Noris stammered, his face paling. “Um, would that happen to be... the one from the Demon Race?”

“Yes, that’s her. You’ve heard of her?”

To be honest, there was much I didn't know about her myself. She was a being who could even repel my Appraisal. All I knew for sure was that she was a member of the Demon Race and that she was remarkably powerful despite her appearance.

“W-What on earth do you intend to do with Lady Lucille?”

“Well, discuss your situation with her, of course...”

Since Lucille was the most knowledgeable person in this territory regarding her kind, it was only natural to ask her. However, Noris looked deeply conflicted. I thought I understood his hesitation; as a member of the Royal Family, he probably felt awkward asking for help from someone who looked like a little girl.

“It’s alright,” I reassured him. “I’ll be the one talking to her directly. For a matter like this, there’s no one more suited than her.”

“I-I see... It is a matter of that magnitude, then. Truly, there is much I have yet to perceive...”

“Indeed. It’s a necessary step to ensure your request is fulfilled.”

“But... is it even possible to secure an audience with Lady Lucille on such short notice?”

“Eh? Oh, I suppose you wouldn't know. Lucille lives here, in this territory.”

I hadn't seen much point in reporting the presence of a single child of the Demon Race, even if she was powerful.

“What?!” Noris nearly jumped out of his seat. “She—she lives here?! Is that true?!”

He was so shocked he looked ready to hit the ceiling. Is that a normal reaction to finding out a Demon is living in human lands?

“If you like, I can call her over right now?”

“N-No! No, that won't be necessary!” he shouted, waving his hands frantically. “When the time comes to meet her, I shall go to her directly!”
Demon King Lucille

Noris had insisted that I didn't need to consult Lucille. He likely feared that spreading the word of his presence would only invite more risk; the more people who knew a prince was here, the higher the chance of an assassination attempt.

I could understand his caution.

But if there truly was an enemy out there, I needed to know who—or what—I was dealing with. Without specific intel, any countermeasures I took would be nothing but vague shots in the dark. I didn't have to reveal that the Second Prince was staying with us. I could simply ask a broader question: Are there any Demons currently targeting the Kingdom?

With that plan in mind, I set out to track down Lucille immediately after our meeting concluded.

The trouble was that despite having a house within my territory, Lucille was rarely in it. She spent most of her time wandering aimlessly, making a chance encounter nearly impossible.

Fortunately, I knew a way to increase my Encounter Rate.

That way was...

"The Special Meat Skewer," I muttered. "Once she catches the scent of this..."

Snap.

The Meat Skewer I had held out as bait was snatched away in an instant. I thought I’d caught my target, Lucille, but...

"Big bro, you weren't going to eat that Meat, were you? I'll take care of it for you."

"...You've already finished it."

Unfortunately, the one I had actually lured in was Al.

"If someone holds out Meat, you eat it, right? Isn't that just common sense?"

"It really isn't. How did you even judge whether it was being held out for you or not?"

"Call it a hunch!" Al declared, brimming with unearned confidence.

He sounded so certain that, for a split second, I actually wondered if I was the one in the wrong.

"If you're that confident, let's try this again."

I held out another Meat Skewer.

Snap.

Al snatched it again.

"...Why are you the one eating it?"

"Because I've still got plenty of room left."

"That wasn't the point. If you want to eat, go find your own food."

Reluctantly, I handed Al a few Meat Skewers just to get him out of my hair. Now I can finally get this experiment started.

Or so I thought.

Snap.

The moment I held out a fresh Meat Skewer, it was gone. Assuming it was Al again, I turned around with an exasperated scowl.

"If you're that much of a glutton, I'm telling the cooks to cut the Meat from your dinner tonight!"

However, the person who had taken the Meat this time wasn't Al. It was Fee.

"I-I'm so sorry! I thought Lord Yuri was handing out Meat like he used to. P-Please forgive me!"

Fee was trembling, her eyes welling with tears. 

The current situation was indeed a mirror image of our time back in the Royal Capital when I used to distribute food. It was only natural for Fee or the other children from those days to mistake this for the same thing.

"Sheesh, Fee, you’re such a pig..." Al mumbled, his own mouth stuffed to the brim with a Meat Skewer.

You are the last person who should be saying that.

Regardless, soothing Fee came first. I reached out and ruffled her hair.

"I wasn't actually angry with you, Fee. I'm sorry I startled you. I'll make sure the cooks give you an extra-large helping of Meat tonight, so please, forgive me."

"Hell yeah!" Al cheered.

Maybe I'll just secretly reduce Al's portion instead.

I gave Fee a pile of Meat Skewers to keep her occupied and tried one more time. The moment I extended the bait, a sudden chill ran down my spine. I sensed a lethal presence and threw myself to the side.

A massive white mass lunged through the air, its cavernous maw snapping shut right where I had been standing a second ago.

"O-Ouch-meee..."

"You! You were trying to swallow me whole along with the food, weren't you?!"

"Just a little... just the tip-meee."

"Forget 'a little,' you were going for the full gulp!"

I delivered a flurry of kicks to Ram. I knew they wouldn't actually hurt the creature, but the physical outlet for my frustration was necessary.

"That's mean-meee. I was just following the delicious smell-meee."

"In your case, you can change your size, can't you? Shrink down first."

"Oh. Right-meee."

Once I confirmed that Ram had miniaturized, I decided I’d had enough of the interruptions. I laid out a massive spread of Meat Skewers on a nearby table from the start. That would keep Al and Ram from interfering further.

The other local children soon gathered around the same table to join the feast.

This should make it easy to lure Lucille out.

Or so I thought—

"Munch, munch... chew, chew..."

There, right in the middle of the huddle of children, was Lucille. She had already blended in perfectly, stuffing her cheeks with Meat Skewers.
The Big Eating Contest

“Lucille, perfect timing. There was something I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Mmph, whaff ifff it? Whaff did you wanna falk about?”

“Ah… never mind. It can wait until after you’re done eating.”

I couldn't understand a single word she was saying. I decided to just stand by and wait for Lucille to finish her meal.

Munch, munch, munch…

Munch, munch, munch…

The Meat Skewers were vanishing at a terrifying rate. Al and Lucille were trading sharp, measuring glances.

“You’re pretty good,” Al noted.

“Right back at you,” Lucille replied.

The two of them shared the fearless smiles of true rivals before kicking their pace into an even higher gear. 

The shopkeeper was starting to look genuinely distressed by the sheer volume of consumption, so I stepped in and provided the raw ingredients myself, urging them to keep the skewers coming. Even then, the pace of eating far outstripped the speed of the Cooking. Neither of them showed any sign of slowing down.

Predictably, the spectacle began to draw a crowd. My territory citizens gathered one by one, watching the duel with growing excitement.

“Place your bets, everyone! Place your bets! Al is at 1.8, Lucille is at 2.6, and Lord Yuri is at a whopping 12.0!”

“Why am I even a target for the betting!?” I shouted.

I knew I didn't stand a chance, and I certainly didn't have the confidence to wedge myself between those two and the demonic intensity they were radiating.

“It’s more of a symbolic gesture, I suspect,” a voice said from the crowd. “I don't think anyone actually expects you to win, Lord Yuri.”

That stung. I’ve always been a bit of a sore loser.

“Fine. I’m in. Anyone else who wants a shot, step up now!”

The crowd erupted in cheers at my declaration.

◇　◇　◇

By the time we were ready to start, the roster had grown to five main participants.

Al, the Manager of the Meat Field.
Lucille, the Gluttonous Demon.
Yuri, the Ordinary Lord.
Ram, who was technically the meat itself.
Marina, the Child of the Refrigerator.

For the sake of fairness, we decided to count the massive amounts Al and Lucille had already consumed toward their final totals. I didn't have much confidence that I could exceed their current numbers, let alone their final ones, but when someone tells me I have no chance, I have to try and break my limits.

“Wait, Ram is a foul! That has to be cheating!”

“Why is it no good-me? You said anyone could join-me.”

“You have to stay in your small size, understand? If you go back to your original size, this won't even be a contest.”

“It can’t be helped-me. As long as I get to eat a lot, it’s fine-me.”

Ram shifted into a form no larger than the palm of my hand. Even so, the creature was a bottomless pit; I couldn't afford to let my guard down. Ram would likely be the one to beat for the championship.

“…Marina, why are you doing this?”

I was genuinely baffled. Marina didn't strike me as a heavy eater, yet she was standing there with a determined smile.

“Eh? Well, you said that if I win this showdown, Lord Yuri would grant me any wish, right?”

Clatter.

The audience stood up in unison, the air suddenly thick with tension.

“…I never said that.”

“Then say it now,” Marina replied, her eyes sparkling with a predatory light.

Knowing her, she probably just wants some specific Magic Tool. Aside from the Refrigerator and the Cooler, what else? A toilet? Or maybe a Rooma? We haven't set up the mass production lines for those yet, so they aren't for sale, but I suppose I wouldn't mind giving one to her.

“Fine. I won’t listen to anything unreasonable, but if it’s within my power, I’ll grant it.”

“Thank you so much. I’ll give it my all, then.”

Marina’s eyes practically glowed. Still, there’s no way she can out-eat Al, Lucille, or Ram. If the promise keeps her motivated, there’s no harm in it.

“I-I’ll do it too!!”

“Mmph. Me too.”

Elu and Luna suddenly threw their hats into the ring. They were both small eaters; they had absolutely no path to victory.

“I don't think you two can win this, you know?”

“E-Even so, there are some battles that a person just cannot lose!!” Elu declared.

“Mmph,” Luna agreed.

“I-If you’re that serious about it, I won't stop you…”

I buckled under the sheer pressure of Elu’s intensity. She gave a satisfied nod, looking pleased with herself.

“A battle, is it? Then I shall participate as well.”

First, the Former Empire's First, stepped forward. He was a man who lived for combat, and apparently, this qualified. He was dragging a protesting Lark and Gale by the scruffs of their necks.

“W-Wait, we don’t really want to—”

“…Do it.”

“Y-Yes, sir!!”

One glare from First was all it took to make Lark and Gale nod their heads in frantic, terrified agreement.

“This has turned into quite the event,” Sasha noted, stepping forward. “In that case, I will serve as the official referee.”

“Then Fee will prepare the Cooking!”

The moment Fee spoke, every single participant turned deathly pale.

I felt a chill run down my spine. Fee was already fired up; there was no stopping her now. If I didn't act, this eating contest was going to turn into a survival horror scenario.

“It’ll be a lot of work for you to do alone, Fee,” I said quickly, my voice steady despite the foreboding in my gut. “How about everyone helps out so we can get the food out faster?”

“Un! I understand!”

I had to minimize the casualties. By forcing her to work with others, I could at least limit the amount of ‘special’ dishes Fee contributed to the pile.
A Test of Luck Called a Qualifier

Before I knew it, the number of participants had ballooned. 

I had only intended for this to be a simple Big Eating contest. Maybe the people were just starving for a festival that involved the entire territory. I supposed doing something like this once in a while wasn't such a bad thing.

"Hmph. I’ll win this and show you all who the true number one is," Al declared.

"I’ll be satisfied as long as I get to eat lots of Meat, baa," Ram added.

Meat Skewers were placed in front of the two overconfident contestants.

"Is this all?"

"It’s not enough at all, baa. Bring more, baa!"

With an air of effortless composure, they shoved the Meat Skewers into their mouths. In that instant—

"Guha… no more, baa…"

"Gaha…!"

Whatever happened to their bravado? The moment they tasted the Meat Skewers, the two of them vomited and collapsed.

"The two favorites to win have been taken out early! Can they possibly make a comeback from here?" Sasha shouted, providing enthusiastic commentary.

Still, for those two to get hit by Fee's Cooking on the very first round… they really had no luck.

…No, wait. 

Is it possible she’s targeting us with pinpoint accuracy?

I glanced at Fee, and she flashed me a bright, beaming smile. Though she was just grinning, from my current perspective, it looked like the smile of a Demon. Her eyes were the eyes of a predator, sizing up her prey to decide who to kill next.

Since our eyes just met, doesn’t that mean I’m in the most danger?

She started waving her hand at me, making an exaggerated show of cheering me on. A Meat Skewer was then placed before me. It should have been a perfectly normal snack, yet I felt a distinct Poison Aura radiating from it.

No matter how I looked at it, this was a trap. This was supposed to be a Big Eating contest, but it had turned into a test of luck. Seeing as there wasn't a single trace of Fee's Meat Skewer (poison) near Al or Lucille, it really did seem like she was sniping specific targets.

In that case, the target was… me.

As a quick poison test, I tossed one of my Meat Skewers into the mouth of the already collapsed Ram. Her body suddenly gave a violent twitch, and she began foaming at the mouth.

As I thought. It’s Fee’s Cooking.

I didn't feel like I’d be safe if I ate this as it was. However, if I let Luna or Elu eat it, their lives might actually be in danger. 

If that was the case…

I waited for an opening and swapped my Meat Skewers with Lark’s. Since we were competing based on the amount consumed, swapping the food before it was eaten didn't technically affect the score. Even if Luke noticed the swap, he didn't say anything. Besides, nobody would ever dream that I’d swap my food for Fee's Cooking (poison).

"Gaha…! W-why is there poison…?"

The moment Lark bit into Fee's Meat Skewer, his face turned a sickly shade of blue and he collapsed.

That was close…

To think it really was Fee's Cooking.

But finally, the real show was about to begin. I started eating the Meat Skewers I had taken from Lark. They were perfectly normal. At this rate, I could eat a decent amount—though maybe not an infinite amount.

As I was lost in thought, Marina approached me with a smile.

"As expected of Yuri-sama. It looks like you’ll catch up to those two in no time."

"I wouldn't say that. It’s a very close battle…"

"But everyone else has already eaten their fill and collapsed. You really are amazing."

I looked around and realized she was right. Everyone else was down for the count; the only ones still eating properly were me and the other two. Luna and Elu were still going, but they were eating so slowly that they weren't really a threat.

"I’m already full myself, so if you’d like, would you take these off my hands?" Marina asked, handing me her Meat Skewers.

She timed it perfectly, right as my own plate had become empty. It would certainly be a waste to leave them.

"Thank you. That helps."

I offered my thanks and immediately tossed one of her skewers into Ram’s mouth. Once again, Ram’s face turned pale and her body gave a violent jerk.

I turned a flat, suspicious stare toward Marina. She didn't let her expression slip for a second, maintaining her pleasant smile.

"I suppose such a scheme won't work on God Yuri after all. I shall gracefully surrender."

Marina gave a polite bow and went over to Sasha to announce her withdrawal from the contest.
The Finals: A Battle of Mutual Destruction

At last, the pool of potential winners had dwindled.

The only ones left were Al, Lucille, and me... plus Elu and Luna, though they were trailing so far behind they weren't even in the running.

As expected, Al and Lucille were in a league of their own. Despite the head start I'd tried to maintain, the gap between us was only widening.

There’s no way I can beat these two through conventional means.

In that case...

I reached into the spread and deliberately plucked out several Meat Skewers that were radiating a distinctly malevolent aura. I slid them quietly toward the two frontrunners.

"Thanks, Meat Brother," Al said, not looking up.

"Hmm, you’re quite attentive. Keep them coming," Lucille added.

Encouraged by their thanks, I continued to filter every unpleasant-looking Meat Skewer toward them.

Even though this was Fee’s Cooking—essentially poison that could take down someone like Ram in a single bite—the two of them continued to eat as if nothing were wrong.

Do they have Poison Resistance or something?!

No, wait. Maybe that ominous aura was just my imagination. Maybe these weren't actually the ones Fee had made. 

Or maybe Fee has just gotten better at hiding her work after making so many batches.

If that were the case, then I would be perfectly fine eating the ones that looked dangerous.

Confident in this theory, I grabbed a platter of the most poisonous-looking skewers for myself and handed the "normal" ones to the other two. It was a gamble, but with the sheer volume they were consuming, they were bound to hit one of Fee’s landmines eventually.

I took a large bite of a skewer.

In the next instant, an explosion of bitterness and spice scorched my tongue. A stench so intense it triggered an immediate gag reflex surged through my sinuses.

"Damn it... I was tricked..."

My consciousness flickered out. The last thing I saw before blacking out was Al and Lucille, their faces turning a sickly shade of pale as they collapsed beside me.

◇ ◇ ◇

"Wh-what happened?!"

I jerked awake and hurriedly took in my surroundings. It seemed the Big Eating Tournament had reached its conclusion while I was out. I tried to sit up to get a better look, but my body felt like lead.

"You shouldn't push yourself to eat so much," a voice chided.

Fee was pressing down on my forehead, keeping me in place. I realized I was currently using her lap as a pillow.

I’m pretty sure the "pushing myself" part wasn't the problem here, Fee...

Still, considering I had been trying to weaponize her food against the others, I couldn't exactly complain. I stayed put on her lap, defeated.

"By the way, what was the result? Who won, Al or Lucille?"

Since I’d seen them falling at the very end, I assumed whichever one had managed to stand back up first must have been declared the victor.

"Actually, it was never settled between them. In the end, they both won."

"Both? So, Al and Lucille then?"

"No," Fee replied. "Everyone was saying the outcome was completely unexpected."

Unexpected?

Did they think Ram or First would take the title? They were the favorites, after all. There had been plenty of gambling going on, and most people probably put their money on the veterans. Compared to them, Al and Lucille were just kids.

As I was pondering this, Sasha’s voice rang out over the crowd.

"The winners of this Big Eating Tournament are Lady Elu and Lady Luna! Will both of you please come up to the stage!"

My jaw dropped. 

"Wh-what? How? What happened?"

"Those two were the only ones who stayed conscious and kept eating until the very end," Fee explained.

What is this, a martial arts tournament?!

Then again, if everyone else had been knocked out by the food, it made sense. If they were the only ones left standing, they technically would have consumed the most by default.

"And now, let’s have our winners announce what they want their Big Bro—ahem—Lord Brother to do for them!!"

The crowd erupted in cheers at Sasha’s announcement. I vaguely recalled making a promise like that. However, knowing those two, I didn't think they’d ask for anything too terrible.

That faint hope was crushed in an instant.

"Um... instead of just an engagement... we'd like to set a date for the wedding soon," Elu said tentatively.

"...And decide on the venue," Luna added.

"That sounds wonderful!" Marina chimed in, her voice brimming with uncharacteristic cheer. "How about holding the ceremony at the Cathedral in our duchy?"

Okay, this is a dream, I told myself. I’m just having a nightmare brought on by food poisoning. Alright, time to wake up...

"You should probably start preparing yourself, Yuri-sama," Fee said.

"Not until I've achieved Independence..." I muttered.

"Don't you worry about that. I'll personally recommend the matter to my father," Noris said, appearing out of nowhere to fan the flames of my anxiety.

Wait. Was this... an opportunity? 

The day I finally stop fearing my own Ruin might actually be within reach.

"It’s a celebration, after all," Noris continued. "Let me do at least that much for you. You’ll be inviting me to the wedding, won't you?"

"A-ahaha. Right. Of course..."

Realizing there was no escape, I began to calculate. If this paved the way for my Independence, I would have to fulfill their wishes.

No, if this is a dream, then this conversation is just part of the dream too...
Political Shifts in the Kingdom

The next morning, I woke to a visit from Mari.

“I offer my congratulations on your marriage,” she said.

“...So, it wasn’t a dream. Besides, I haven’t actually tied the knot yet.”

“Is that so? Perhaps I was a bit too hasty, then.”

Mari let out a small laugh, but I found myself completely unable to join her.

“Please, rest assured. Once I return to my country, I will secure permission for us to use the Cathedral.”

The venue wasn't actually what was bothering me. My real concern was whether I could actually achieve Independence. That was the thought that weighed on my mind.

Since Noris, the Second Prince, had been the one to suggest it, there probably wouldn’t be any issues—but I couldn't help but worry nonetheless.

“It will be fine,” Mari continued. “If they refuse to grant you Independence, we will simply apply pressure from our side...”

“If—if you do something like that, it'll only make my Independence even more impossible!”

“In that case, you should just give up and take my country instead.”

“Stop with those kinds of jokes.”

Even as a jest, talk involving the sovereignty of nations was dangerous; it invited suspicions of treason. All I wanted was to avoid my own Ruin, so I intended to resolve this as peacefully as possible.

Yet, contrary to my wishes, the situation was about to shift drastically—driven by a group of people already acting on their own misunderstandings.

◇　◆　◇

It did not take long for the letter from Noris to reach the King of the Kingdom of Inraku.

It had been sent via the fastest Magic Transmission. Because it merely conveyed the text rather than being a handwritten document, it was a method reserved for specific times and places, but in this instance, it proved invaluable.

“Mmm... As I suspected, this Yuri fellow has indeed established ties with other nations. The Beast Kingdom and the Empire have offered him their princesses. Furthermore, there are even whispers that the Principality intends to hand over their entire country. Given this, how should we move?”

The King was currently consulting with his gathered council. Among them was the Prime Minister—who was, naturally, Yuri’s father, Balan Lousouth.

I know well enough that he was driven out to the frontier, Balan thought.

He had attempted to erase Yuri as his greatest stain, yet the boy had evaded every attempt. To make matters worse, even Sasha, who had always adored Yuri, had followed him into the Barren Land.

Perhaps I have grown senile.

Balan had never imagined the boy would become such a pivotal figure. It was precisely because he lacked such foresight that he had lost the succession to his older brother, failing to claim the throne for himself. He truly lacked the ability to read the tides of the era.

However, Yuri did not take after me.

The boy had built a network of connections so vast it was no exaggeration to call him a Great Noble.

Instead of trying to seize the throne in my own generation, perhaps the shortest path is to let the crown naturally pass to him.

“Now that he has amassed this much power, it would not be surprising for the other nations to apply pressure if we leave things as they are,” Balan spoke aloud. “We must grant him a suitable status.”

“However,” the King countered, “the Second Prince reports that Yuri desires Independence.”

The nobles in attendance were instantly incensed.

“Does he intend to betray the crown?!”

“The insolence!”

“We must reject such a demand immediately!”

As the nobles hurled their vitriol, the King spoke quietly.

“Balan, what are your thoughts?”

“To flatly reject this demand now would be synonymous with making enemies of the Beast Kingdom, the Empire, and the Principality. Do the rest of you intend to wage war against three nations at once?”

“Ugh...”

The nobles fell silent, their voices caught in their throats. If their words triggered a war, they would likely be held responsible for the fallout of a defeat. While the Kingdom might stand its ground against any one of those nations, there was no hope of victory against all three simultaneously. Exposed by that harsh reality, they had no room left for rebuttal.

“Then, what should be done?” the King asked.

“It is simple. That territory was originally a Barren Land—a place of little consequence to us. Why not recognize his Independence with that land as his center?”

The nobles began to stir again at Balan’s suggestion.

“Knowing you, that isn't the end of it, is it?” the King asked.

“Indeed. As it stands, he is only tied to foreign powers. If we leave it at that, our country will likely face condemnation. Therefore, why not send a Princess from our own Kingdom as well?”

“...I see.”

“Your Majesty?!” a noble cried. “Surely you don’t mean a royal Princess? The boy is merely the son of a noble. Wouldn’t the daughter of some other noble house suffice?”

“No,” the King replied. “That might be perceived in a wind of making light of him compared to the other nations who are sending their own royalty. To remain on equal footing with the other powers, we have no choice but to offer a Princess. Very well. I shall draft a reply at once.”

And so, entirely unbeknownst to Yuri, a new bomb was about to be delivered to his doorstep.
The Mastermind's Second Son

Damn it, Yuri! Always doing things he shouldn’t!

As the second son of the Mastermind Family, I, Marco, slammed my fist onto the desk with everything I had. I didn’t care if I looked desperate; the irritation boiling in my gut was too much to contain.

The cause of my fury was, of course, the meteoric rise of my younger brother, Yuri.

When I first heard he was moving to the frontier, I had openly mocked him. What a fool, throwing away his own path to success, I’d thought. The Barren Land Father owned was a hollow prize, a place with no population to speak of—a wasteland forced upon him that he’d finally found a way to dump. It was a convenient way to dispose of a redundant son.

But what happened once the lid was actually opened?

In the blink of an eye, Yuri had developed those frontier lands, transforming them into a metropolis so grand that even the surrounding nations were forced to treat him with respect.

He must have known. Yuri likely had some secret intelligence about that region’s potential before he ever left. There was no other way. A single man couldn't possibly build a city of that scale through effort alone.

“Damn it. If only I’d been the one to speak up back then…”

To make matters worse, Yuri was now set to receive a reward for the "achievements" he’d made in that desert. The rumors said he was even entering into an engagement with a Princess of this kingdom.

Considering the Princesses close to Yuri’s age, it had to be the Third Princess. 

Florentia Inraku.

She was known for being somewhat airheaded, but she was an undeniably lovely girl. It had always been a mystery why she didn't have a fiancé yet. Most likely, the crown had been keeping her in reserve for a political marriage to keep some troublesome foreign power in check.

But then Yuri had just... appeared.

To my annoyance, it seemed my brother was on excellent terms with the Royal Family of other nations, and he was actively inviting foreigners into his territory. I could see his aim clearly enough: by flaunting those connections, he was making himself indispensable to the international community.

But understanding his logic didn't make it any less galling.

“I can’t stand this. Isn’t there some way to make him fall from grace?”

Yuri was skyrocketing toward success, while I was still nothing more than the second son. Where had the gap between us even come from?

“I understand how you feel, but don’t make any unnecessary moves.”

I had been running the details of a Yuri Assassination Plan through my mind, but my older brother, Knot, cut me off before I could even begin to act.

“I’m not particularly happy about this either,” Knot continued, “but it seems Father has some sort of plan.”

“But Father’s own attempt at the Assassination of Yuri failed—”

I stopped myself, realizing I was raising my voice too much. I took a breath and lowered my tone. No matter how many blunders had been piling up lately, our father, Balan, was the man who ruled this kingdom from the shadows. He was terrifying. And looking at Knot, I could tell he felt the same way.

“Regardless, this engagement was Father’s own proposal. If you interfere poorly now…”

“I… I see. Then it can’t be helped. Fine. I’ll just watch from the sidelines for a while.”

I backed down easily. There was no point in arguing with Knot when Father was involved.

“No, there’s no need to back off,” Knot said, a sly grin spreading across his face. “Think about it calmly. We don't have to approach him as enemies immediately. We are Yuri’s older brothers, aren't we?”

The realization hit me, and I felt a matching grin tugging at my lips.

“I see. We go to see him openly as his supportive brothers. And if, by some chance, Father’s plan fails…”

“Exactly. By then, we’ll have secured Yuri’s trust.”

“Heh… that’s a perfect plan. I’ll go talk to Father about visiting the territory right away.”

“Good idea,” Knot said. “Send me a report on the situation via letter every now and then. Just so I can provide 'help' if you happen to fall into a crisis.”

“I appreciate it.”



I hurried off to report my intentions to Father. 

Behind me, Knot watched my departure with a smug chuckle. To walk into such a dangerous place of his own free will, he likely thought. At the very least, he can drop some information for my sake.

But we were both being fools. 

Balan already understood exactly what his sons were plotting. He dismissed our schemes as easily as one brushes off a fly, and in the end, every Yuri Assassination Plan we devised would prove to be an utter waste of time.
New Trouble

Despite the various complications I’d faced, I had finally managed to secure a modicum of peace. 

Second Prince Noris had promised me my independence. However, if I were asked if everything was truly under control, I’d have to admit that a seed of doubt remained. After all, the man standing behind the King was my own father, Balan Lousouth.

Would he really recognize my independence so easily? 

It wasn't hard to imagine him wanting to drive a "nuisance" like me out as quickly as possible. Yet, I suspected there would be strings attached. Given that my house came from a lineage of Masterminds… he might demand I assist in some act of treason against the Royal Family. 

This Frontier Region was the perfect place to conduct a clandestine Assassination. 

The roads had become busier lately, and the general bustle of the area was on the rise, but the number of actual citizens from the Kingdom of Inraku remained small. The highways were still treacherous. When I first arrived, I’d been set upon by a massive pack of Wolf monsters. Only those with heavy specialized guard details or High-rank Adventurers could reach this place in one piece.

I had been sending Ram out to clear the surrounding area of threats, but I couldn't be sure exactly how much of a dent she was making. More importantly, I didn't know if the news of her patrols had reached the ears of those within the Kingdom of Inraku. This place was a magnet for eccentrics, and those who traveled here without a specific reason usually had a few screws loose.

For example… 

If I were in Balan’s position, I wouldn't just send any old messenger to oversee the establishment of a new Noble House, I thought. 

Normally, one would travel to the Royal Capital to be directly granted their Ennoblement by the King. However, since I was stationed in a Frontier Region guarding the border, summoning me would be difficult. In that case, the King would likely send a member of the Royal Family to act as his proxy.

Logically, Noris would be the best fit since we had met before, but he was already the fiancé of the eldest daughter, Miranda. There was no reason for my father to discard a piece he had already moved into his own camp.

If that’s the case, they’ll send a different royal. Someone who can implicitly deliver the order: ‘Carry out a secret assassination.’

Of course, following an order like that would lead me straight to Ruin. But since Balan was the one pulling the strings, he likely had a plan in place. Even if I didn't kill the royal myself, someone else would do the deed and make it look like I was the culprit.

And yet, if I didn't graciously welcome the arriving royal, my hopes for Independence would vanish.

The path forward is clear, I realized. I have to protect this royal guest and secure my independence at any cost!

“Yuri-sama? Are you thinking about something strange again?”

Fee’s voice broke through my reverie. She was looking at me with a worried expression as I sat hunched over my desk.

“I’m not thinking about anything strange,” I replied.

“When you say that, it’s usually a sign you’re about to do something bizarre. You aren't allowed to do any Mountain Blasting!”

“When did I ever say I was going to do that?”

“You look like you’ll do it eventually!”

“…Now that you mention it, I did say that if we hit hard Bedrock while digging for Ore, I’d just use a Bomb to shatter it… Alright, then—”

“No!” she shouted.

“I haven’t even said anything yet.”

“I can guess what you’re thinking. You are not allowed to blow up the mountain!”

“It’s fine. I’ll just use my Earth Magic to put it back the way it was afterward…”

“That’s not what ‘back to normal’ means!”

Fee showed no signs of backing down. I sighed. I’d just have to handle the mining situation in secret later.

“And don’t think you can do it in secret, either!”

Is she reading my mind? Am I really that transparent? 

Regardless, I needed that Ore if I was going to continue crafting Magic Tools. It would become a necessity sooner or later. I’d just have to find a way to do it without making her angry.

“Let’s just set that aside for now.”

“...Don't you dare ‘set it aside’!”

“Anyway, could you go find Fritz for me?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Fritz-san?”

“Yeah. I have a favor to ask him.”

“Fine. I’ll go get him right away, but don’t you dare blow up a mountain while I’m gone!”

After a few more stern warnings, Fee finally left the room.

Now then, while I waited, I decided to do a little prospecting. I focused my awareness on my Magic Power and began to probe the earth beneath me. 

As I suspected, the area was a literal treasure trove; I quickly located several spots where rich veins of Ore were likely buried. However, as I searched, I felt something else—the presence of several individuals heading toward my territory. 

There were a few who possessed significant power, and then…

“Just as I expected.”

How I handled this would determine whether my future ended in Ruin. And it wasn't just about me anymore. The faces of everyone living in my territory flashed through my mind.

That’s right. I’m not alone.

I had to protect the people of this land. I wouldn't let my father or anyone else use us as pawns in their games. With renewed resolve, I expanded my search, looking for any other presences that might be lurking in the shadows of the approaching group.
The Prince on a White Sheep

Florentia Inraku. That was my name.

My hair—a shade of gold so pale it was almost silver, a true white-blonde—trailed long over my dress as I sat inside the carriage. I felt a heavy, suffocating dread as I contemplated the path ahead of me.

I was royalty, technically. I had always known that my life wasn't my own; I was a bargaining chip destined to be bartered off in a political marriage to some foreign prince or distant nobleman. 

It didn't help that I was the child of a second wife. My Right of Succession was abysmal, and I possessed no remarkable talents to speak of. If I had to name a single redeeming quality, it was my music. My skill with the fife—a simple transverse flute—was said to be the finest in the kingdom. 

Even now, as I was being shipped off to a husband I’d never met, I took a small, bitter comfort in the fact that I’d been allowed to bring my own instrument. I clutched the bag against my chest, feeling the solid weight of the highest-quality fife nestled inside, carved from the branch of a Spirit Tree.

“Lord Yuri Lousouth…” I whispered the name to the empty carriage. What kind of man is he, truly?

The gossip among the kingdom’s nobility was a chaotic mess of contradictions. Some nobles sneered that he was a mere "failure" of the Lousouth House, a man with a silver tongue and nothing else. 

Others spoke in hushed, terrified tones, claiming he had been hiding his true potential all along. They said he had defeated the Empire's First—the man heralded as the Empire’s Strongest—with nothing more than a flick of his pinky. 

Then there were the darker rumors. Some claimed he was a man of insatiable lust who made a hobby of "collecting" princesses like trophies.

The stories were wretched, yet the facts were undeniable. He had taken Al, a stretch of Barren Land in the furthest reaches of the Frontier Region—a place with zero strategic value that the kingdom had long ago abandoned—and transformed it into a metropolis so formidable that the crown had been forced to recognize its Independence.

The Huge Beast Kingdom had been the first to notice his rise. They had sent their own princess, Elu, to be his fiancée. Unlike our kingdom, which had let the land rot, the Beast Kingdom had been keeping a sharp eye on the borders of Al. They had witnessed Lord Yuri’s staggering brilliance firsthand and moved to secure a tie before anyone else could.

I’d heard whispers that they originally intended to swallow his territory whole, but a skirmish between the Beast Kingdom and the Dragunov Empire had derailed those plans. Rumor had it that Yuri Lousouth was the one who resolved the conflict. 

He supposedly possessed the power to single-handedly dismantle the Empire’s Single Digits: the First Rank ‘First’, the third rank ‘Puppeteer’, the Fifth Rank ‘Alchemist’, the Sixth Rank ‘Swordless’, and the ninth rank ‘Knight’.

If that was true, no nation could afford to ignore him. If you couldn't conquer him, you had to court him. It was only natural to seek a connection in hopes that he might lend his strength when a national crisis inevitably struck. 

The Empire was clearly the most desperate. Not only had they sent Luna Dragunov—the Emperor’s Grandson and the third of the Single Digits—to be his fiancée, but they had even assigned the First Rank, the very Empire’s Sword, to serve as their guard.

On paper, one might think the Empire had weakened its own defenses by doing so. In reality, the Three-Country Alliance between the Empire, the Beast Kingdom, and Yuri was a terrifying juggernaut. People were already saying that this alliance alone could dominate the entire continent. Even the Holy Principality of Ames had recently folded into their ranks.

The only power that remained silent was the Trismalis Demon Kingdom. Their Demon Lord was an absolute monarch said to surpass even the Empire's First. Perhaps she could stand against this alliance. But the Demon Race lived for destruction and whim; they were incapable of the cooperation required for diplomacy.

Since Yuri Lousouth was already moving toward Independence, the Kingdom of Inraku had decided that supporting him was a better bet than opposing him. They wanted a seat at the table of this new alliance. And just like every other nation, the price of admission was a Princess.

I was the obvious choice. My sisters already had influential fiancés, and the kingdom would lose nothing by throwing me away.

But to be sent to such a dangerous, lawless place… 

A wave of sorrow washed over me. I remembered the fairy tales I used to read in the castle archives—stories of a "Prince on a White Horse" who would appear to save a princess in her darkest hour. I had spent my childhood dreaming that such a man would one day come for me.

As the years passed, I’d forced myself to accept that those stories were lies. I understood the world now. Yet, despite my pragmatism, I couldn't fully kill that lingering spark of hope.

If only there were someone like that in the real world…

Suddenly, the carriage jolted violently.

“Kyaaah?!”

The world tilted sharply, throwing me across the cabin. There was a sickening crunch of wood as the carriage overturned.

“W-what happened?” I gasped, head spinning.

“What happened? We’ve been dragged out to this godforsaken wasteland for pathetic pay, that’s what happened,” a voice spat. 

The soldiers my father had assigned as my guards were standing outside the wreckage, their swords drawn. Their eyes were bloodshot, fixed on me with a terrifying hunger.

“I… I can speak to my father! I’ll negotiate a bonus for you—!”

“Why bother? There’s a fortune in engagement gifts in the back of this heap,” one of them sneered. “We’ll take the loot and tell the King that the Princess was mauled by Monsters before she ever reached the frontier.”

“You… you’ll never get away with this! You won’t be able to live in this country!”

“Who says we’re staying? There are plenty of other kingdoms. We’ll just cross the sea and—”

I was powerless. I had no magic, no combat skills, and no way to hold back multiple armed men. We were on a desolate road where no one ever traveled. There would be no witnesses.

Is this where it ends? Before I’ve even taken the first step toward my new life?

“But hey, we’ve got time,” one of the soldiers said, his gaze drifting to the skin exposed by my torn dress. “Might as well enjoy ourselves before the end, right?”

I felt a surge of pure loathing, but I could only crawl backward, trembling. “H-help…”

“Ahaha! You think someone’s coming to save you out here?”

The soldiers’ laughter echoed in the clearing. I felt the same crushing certainty they did. I was going to be toyed with and then discarded like trash.

No! Please, no!

I squeezed my eyes shut, screaming for help in the silence of my mind.

“Is this another of my father’s conspiracies?” a new voice cut through the air. It sounded bored, almost annoyed. “It’s incredibly amateurish. I can’t imagine he expects this to actually work. Or is he counting on me being the one to save her?”

“W-who the hell are you—ugh?!”

“I don't make a habit of giving my name to Thieves,” the voice replied.

I heard the sound of heavy impacts and the thud of bodies hitting the dirt. What was happening?

Slowly, I opened my eyes. The soldiers who had been closing in on me were all sprawled on the ground, unconscious or dead. And there, standing before me, was a scene straight out of my dreams.

I rubbed my eyes, sure I was hallucinating.

A young man dressed in noble finery sat atop a magnificent white creature. He looked exactly like the savior from the books in the archives—a prince who had appeared out of nowhere to rescue me.

But as my vision cleared, I realized something was different. The creature he was riding wasn't a horse.

It was a massive, fluffy sheep.

He wasn't the Prince on a White Horse. He was the Prince on a White Sheep.
The Lord Who Rode a Ram

I had been tracking the approaching presence when it suddenly flared with murderous intent. Startled by the shift, I realized I had to get to the scene immediately.

However, there was no way I could make it in time on my own two feet.

I could have used magic to fly, but while that would allow me to bypass obstacles, the actual speed was only marginally faster than a full sprint.

If I want to get there fast, there’s only one candidate for the job...

"Hey, wake up!"

"Wh-what mehh?! Is it morning already, mehh!?"

"It’s been morning for hours! It’s practically noon!"

"In that case, I can’t go anywhere until I’ve had breakfast, mehh."

"That can wait!"

"N-no... I’ll die if I don’t eat breakfast, mehh."

"Don't worry," I said, my voice flat. "If you die, I’ll just use you for the party tonight."

"Yay! ...Wait, no matter how you look at it, that’s a yakiniku party, mehh!?"

"Enough talk, we’re out of time. We're going. Now!"

I forcibly mounted Ram while he continued his comedy routine.

"Going where, mehh!?"

"Don't worry about the destination. Just run in the direction I point with everything you’ve got."

"Got it, mehh. In exchange, I get Meat (food) later, mehh."

"Leave it to me. I’ve got plenty of scrap paper (food) for you."

"Now you’re talking! Time to get serious, mehh!"

With that, Ram charged toward the attackers at full tilt.



I had expected the Royal Family’s arrival to be a simple affair—a formal declaration of Independence for our house. I was not prepared for the sight of escort knights attacking their own charge. Seeing a Princess under siege by her own men was a complication I hadn't anticipated.

Is this another of my father’s conspiracies? It seemed too crude, even for him. I couldn't imagine a plan like this succeeding. Does that mean he’s already accounted for the fact that I would intervene?

It rankled me to play right into my father’s hands, but the alternative—letting a member of the Royal Family die—was a one-way ticket to Ruin.

I had only one move to make.

"Wh-who are you, yo—gh!?"

I didn't give the knight time to finish. I slammed a magically conjured rock into the man who turned to face me, hitting him with everything I had.

"You didn't think I’d be leisurely enough to give my name to a bunch of Thieves, did you?"

Attacking them while acknowledging they were knights could cause a diplomatic nightmare later. I decided right then to treat them as nothing more than common criminals.

"H-he's alone! Surround him and he’s dead!"

"Alone?" I glanced down. "Ah, I guess you're right. Since Ram here is just Emergency Food."

"Puh-puh-puh! Treating the Princess like Emergency Food is just cruel, mehh!"

"Who's talking about the girl!? I'm talking about you!"

"R-Ram is not food, mehh!"

"Why you... stop mocking us!" the lead knight roared. "Turn that Giant Sheep into edible Meat!"

"Shut up, mehh! We’re having an important conversation here! Stop bothering us, mehh!!"

Ram didn't wait for a command. He charged, body-slamming the knights. When an ultra-massive object hits a human at high speed, the results are never pretty. The knights were sent flying, disappearing like shooting stars in the blink of an eye.



"Th-thank you for saving me. Um... are you a Prince?"

"No, I am merely a Noble Son, Lady Florentia."

"Eh? Who is this, mehh!?"

Ram bleated in shock at my sudden shift in tone. As if I’d treat a member of the Royal Family with my usual lack of decorum. Keeping a polite smile plastered on my face, I reached down and pinched Ram’s flank.

"O-ouch, mehh!?"

"Ahaha, pay him no mind. It seems Sir White Horse doesn’t quite understand human affairs, does he? I am Florentia Inraku, the Third Princess of the Kingdom of Inraku."

She was disheveled and stained from the struggle, yet she still possessed an undeniable air of elegance.

"You are too kind. I am Yuri Lousouth. I have been entrusted as the Lord of this region. Ah, pray excuse me for a moment."

I wove Water Magic and Fire magic together to create a localized warm shower, rinsing the dirt from the Princess’s gown. I followed it immediately with a Composite Magic of Wind and Fire to flash-dry the fabric.

"Oh...!"

"Your clothes were a bit soiled," I explained.

"Yuri-sama... you are a Mage on par with a Sage, aren't you?"

The mention of a Sage brought Melty Belmolt to mind—the eccentric woman currently residing in the Swaying Tower within my lands. No matter what kind of proper housing I tried to provide, she immediately transformed it back into a Swaying Tower. I’d eventually given up and stopped complaining, especially since the tower had become something of a local tourist attraction.

Still, being compared to her didn't exactly feel like a compliment. Then again, maybe there’s a double meaning behind her words.

"No, I still have a long way to go. Even within the Lousouth House, my abilities were considered so low that I was nearly disowned."

"N-no, that can't be true! The Yuri-sama I just saw was so cool... he was... just like a Prince."

Florentia’s face turned bright red, and she hid it behind her hands. Her expressions changed so rapidly it was hard to believe she was capable of any political maneuvering. 

But what if this expression is also a facade? If I was truly declaring Independence, my father’s interference was a certainty. I felt my expression softening and quickly tightened it back into a pragmatic mask.

"Thank you. It makes the desperate fight to protect you all the more worthwhile."

"U-um, please call me Tia. That’s what my father calls me."

"I couldn't possibly address a Princess so familiarly..."

"It’s Tia," she insisted.

"I... understood, Lady Tia."

"Yes! And eventually, I’ll have you drop the 'Lady' as well."

For some reason, Tia’s mood soared.

"In any case, we shouldn't stand around talking in a place like this. We should head to the manor. Please, get on."

"Um... how exactly do I get up there?"

I’d been riding Ram so naturally that I’d forgotten how massive he actually was. There was no easy way for a noblewoman to mount him.

"Pardon me, then."

I swept Tia up into my arms and leaped, settling her onto Ram’s woolly back before taking my place behind her.
An Engagement?

So this was Lord Yuri...

I had heard rumors in the Royal Capital that he was a powerless shut-in with a dark, brooding personality. The reality, however, was the exact opposite. 

He possessed enough strength to easily overpower the knights assigned to my own escort, yet he remained perfectly composed—polite, refined, and exceptionally handsome. He was like a prince stepped straight out of a fairy tale.

And I am to be this man’s wife.

To be honest, I had dreaded the idea of being sent to an unknown Frontier Region, but now, anticipation outweighed my anxiety. It was a desolate land where many hardships surely awaited, but if I were with him, perhaps...

As I was lost in those fluffy, daydream-like thoughts, Yuri called out to me.

"We’ve arrived. This is Alum Town."

Before us stood a City Wall so massive it could have rivaled the one surrounding the Royal Capital. For a moment, I was struck by the illusion that we had somehow circled back to the heart of the kingdom. It was that magnificent.

"Um, is this place really...?"

"Yes. This is Alf Town," he replied.

It was supposed to have been a mere village originally, but with a City Wall this grand, calling it a 'town' already felt like an understatement. Then again, this was a dangerous Frontier Region. It wasn't entirely surprising that one would prioritize the maintenance of the City Wall immediately upon taking up their post.

The gate opened slowly. 

Beyond it lay a sprawl of laid cobblestones and beautifully lined buildings. The streets were teeming with people, their faces bright with smiles. It was a townscape overflowing with vitality. Looking at this scene, who could have guessed that this was a dangerous Frontier Region abandoned by the state?

As I stood there with my mouth agape, stunned into silence, two familiar faces approached us from the center of town.

"Oh? Lady Tia? What are you doing here?"

The newcomers were Emma and Emilina.

"The Hero and the Saint..." I murmured.

"Ahaha! I’m always telling you that just 'Emma' is fine, right?"

"I—I couldn't possibly. The Hero has a grave mission to exterminate evil, after all."

"R-Right. Yeah. The Hero's Mission. I have one of those. Definitely," Emma said, her eyes drifting toward the sky. 

She had clearly forgotten all about it. 

To be honest, Emma had been following Sasha’s instructions almost exclusively lately, so I hadn't seen her face much myself. It didn't help that I had been busy flying all over the place. Moreover, Emma had a tendency to lose all control whenever she saw something fluffy; since I usually had Fee or Elu with me, it made traveling with her quite difficult. 

If she were to commit some gross discourtesy against Elu, the Princess of the Beast Kingdom, I wouldn't have been surprised if the Beast King—who absolutely doted on his daughter—erupted in a world-ending rage. For those reasons, I had left her in Sasha’s care, figuring that was the safest place for everyone involved. Regardless of her quirks, she was still the Hero; she possessed a baseline of genuine ability.

"Anyway, back to the point," Emma said. "Why did Lady Tia come all the way out here?"

"That is simple," I replied. "I am here to enter into an engagement with Lord Yuri."

"Wait, what?" Yuri blurted out.

He sounded genuinely surprised. Come to think of it, I hadn't actually mentioned this to him yet. Seeing him so caught off guard gave me a small sense of triumph, and a smile escaped my lips.

"I will explain the details later, but Lord Yuri... I look forward to our future together."

◇◆◇◆◇◆

How did it turn out like this?

I held my head in my hands, reeling from the fact that I had gained another fiancée without even realizing it. All I wanted was Independence. Why did I keep collecting Royal Fiancées like they were some kind of common commodity?

No... stay calm. This might be a ploy to provoke me, a way to bait me into exposing a flaw.

If that were the case, there was only one path forward. I would act as I always did. I wouldn't change a thing.

"Well then, I’ll continue the tour of the town. Emma, Emilina—could you two go and tell Sasha and Fee that Lady Tia has arrived?"

"Got it! Leave it to us!"

Emma dashed off immediately, with Emilina scurrying frantically after her.
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A Different Kind of Independence

“Meat! Mee! I did it, mee!”

Ram was practically vibrating, leaping into the air with joy after hearing that we were holding a party tonight.

“We have fresh mutton,” I said. “Go find someone to carve a portion for you.”

“Understood, mee! …Wait a second, mee. You aren’t planning on eating me, are you?”

“……”

I met the question with a heavy, silent stare.

“I-I’m not food, mee! It’s cruel to turn a good-natured soul like me into a meal, mee!”

“You’re a sheep. Sheep are food.”

“Cruel! So cruel, mee!”

“Anyway, we have important matters to discuss. Go find Al and see if he’ll give you something to eat.”

“Understood, mee!”

I finally managed to shoo Ram away. Watching our exchange, Tia offered a strained, awkward smile.

“U-Um…”

“Don’t worry about him,” I said, dismissing the distraction. “It’s not as if we’re actually serving his meat.”

“T-That wasn't really my concern…”

“In any case, please come inside. I need to consult with a few others regarding this talk of an engagement.”

“I-I understand! I’ll give it my all!” Tia declared, clenching her fists with sudden determination.

What exactly is she planning to give her all to? I wondered. Isn't she just here to deliver a message?

No. Even the fact that I viewed her as a mere messenger might be exactly what my father intended. I doubted he would stoop to something as crude as having a Princess attacked, but this was different. If his actual tactic was to force me into a close relationship with Tia here in this town, it was a plausible move. The engagement business was likely just a garnish for that primary goal.

However, I had too little information to see the whole board. I needed to extract the finer details from her.

I decided that I needed multiple perspectives to properly scrutinize the situation. I sent for Elu, Luna, and Sasha. By the time I led Tia into the Reception Room, Elu and the others were already seated on the sofas.

Elu’s expression was the very definition of grim. Luna, conversely, was preoccupied with one of her dolls. As a Puppeteer, she could manipulate them at will. I made a mental note to stay alert—there was always the chance she might try to trigger an Assassination right here.

A moment later, Sasha hurried into the room.

“My apologies, Big Brother. I was delayed by some paperwork.”

“We only just arrived ourselves, so don't worry about it.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

Sasha took a seat naturally right next to Tia. She likely realized that having the four of us lined up on one side facing the Princess alone would be too intimidating, so she moved to balance the room. I sat down between Elu and Luna, facing Tia directly.

Fee brought in tea and sweets, then took her place standing silently behind me. The discussion began.

“So, Lady Tia. What brings you all the way to a remote corner of the Frontier Region?”

“To see you, Yuri-sama. Of course.”

Looking at Tia’s clear, earnest expression, I didn't sense any deceit. The problem was that she was so vague that I still had no idea what her actual objective was.

“Does that mean you have specific business with me?”

“Yes. Oh, that’s right! I have a letter from my father.”

“Allow me to see it.”

I knew it. I had suspected this was the main event all along. My father’s true strategy would likely be hidden between the lines of this letter. I took the envelope from Tia and began to read.

『To Yuri Lousouth.
In response to your request, and after careful deliberation, I have decided to grant you the lands surrounding Alf Village and recognize your nation’s Independence. Furthermore, as a pledge of friendship and goodwill between our countries, I desire an engagement between you and the Third Princess, Florentia Inraku. I have sent her ahead of time to serve as my Messenger. I do not insist on her being the First Wife, so I ask that you give the matter your consideration. Let us walk the path of peace together as good neighbors. 
—The King of Inraku』

Yes! I did it! I have official permission for independence!

With this, my Ruin is finally averted. I can stop looking over my shoulder and focus on being a Lord!

I barely managed to suppress the urge to pump my fist in the air. Beside me, Elu looked genuinely pleased.

“Congratulations, Yuri-sama. This makes you the King of your own nation.”

“Yeah… wait. King of a nation?”

I had been so fixated on the word Independence that I had skimmed over the most terrifying details. I read the letter again, more slowly this time. It didn't just say independence—it recognized us as a sovereign state.

He wants me to found a country? Here? While surrounded by hostile powers?

The territory was only the area around Alf Village. We were tiny. This wasn't a gift; it was a death sentence. Wouldn't this actually accelerate my ruin?

Elu and the others looked satisfied. Even Sasha was nodding as if this made perfect sense. But to me, this looked like my father was simply cutting me loose like a lizard’s tail. He couldn't handle me himself, so he had schemed to turn me into a tiny, sovereign target so that other countries would crush me instead.

This is bad. This is very bad! I can't possibly accept this kind of independence!

Faking a calm I didn't feel, I immediately began drafting a reply, my mind racing in a panic. I wrote that the reward was far too great for someone of my station and that I must humbly decline. 

At the same time, I prepared letters to the Beast Kingdom, the Empire, and the Holy Principality. If I was going to be framed as a "country," I needed to get ahead of the narrative before the wolves started circling.
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International Reactions

In the Beast Kingdom.

I had just received a letter from Elu, informing me that Yuri’s National Founding had been officially recognized and his territory was now an independent state.

I clutched the parchment in my hands, my body trembling with pure, unadulterated joy.

“Your Majesty, p-please, take it easy! That letter is precious…”

“Ah, quite right. I can't be reckless with a letter from my beloved Elu.”

I hurriedly and carefully smoothed out the wrinkles I’d pressed into the paper. It didn’t flatten completely, of course, but it looked slightly more presentable than it had a moment ago.

“Still, he’s finally achieved Independence. I suppose the Kingdom of Inraku realized that having that much military power within their borders was more than they could handle.”

“The same could be said for our own nation, Sire. It’s true that Elu-sama is there, but they are still a neighboring power. If something were to happen…”

“…You have a point. In that case, the faster I act, the better.”

“Wh-What on earth do you intend to do!?”

“I’m going to see Elu for a bit. While I’m at it, I’ll meet with my future son-in-law and settle a few things.”

“P-Please wait, Your Majesty! In that case, we shall accompany—”

“No. You lot stay here and handle my paperwork.”

“…Eh?”

Behind me sat a hidden, towering mountain of documents. The moment my subordinate caught sight of the pile, his face turned a sickly shade of blue.

“Wait, please! With this much volume, there’s no way we can finish it alone…”

“I’m off!”

“Your Majestyyyyyy!”

The man’s scream of despair echoed through the halls, but I didn’t let it bother me. I flicked my cloak and left the castle behind.

◇　◆　◇

In the Empire.

I held the letter I had received from Luna. Sitting alone in my private chambers, I allowed a fearless smile to pull at my lips.

As I thought. My assessment was correct.

Depending on the circumstances, I had considered forcing a "discussion"—a threat, really—with the Kingdom, but it seemed such measures were unnecessary. 

He truly is my most formidable elite—the man who effortlessly surpassed the Single Digits. 

If he weren’t that capable, he wouldn’t be worthy of being the husband of my granddaughter, Luna. That said, offering my congratulations via a mere letter feels entirely too dry. It might be worth heading there directly, if only to give them a little surprise.

Technically, the Princess of the Beast Kingdom is slated to be the First Wife based on the order of engagement. However, the way of the world is simple: the strong win. It is common enough for a concubine to devour the First Wife if she has the power to do so. 

Luna is likely aiming for exactly that. 

If so, my role is to provide a display of the Empire’s overwhelming strength. Several members of the Single Digits are already following Yuri, but even that feels a bit dull. A new nation at its National Founding will surely be in need of supplies.

“Perhaps I’ll bring along a few congratulatory gifts.”

I cannot head out alone, however. In the past, I had more freedom because First was always by my side, but that fellow also became charmed by Yuri and abandoned his post to follow him. First was always obsessed with being the strongest; losing like that must have been a bitter pill to swallow.

That leaves the question of who is next in line for strength...

“Sigh… that brat. I suppose there’s no choice. Call the Genius Swordsman!”

I rang the bell nearby and gave the order to the servant who appeared.

―――――――――――――――――――――――――――――
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Tia’s Letter

I had been dispatched to the frontier.

Anxiety had gnawed at me throughout the journey, my mind churning with dark visions of what bleak existence awaited me at the edge of the world. But when I finally arrived, I found a city so prosperous it could rival the Royal Capital itself.

Looking at the vibrant streets, I could finally understand why the Kingdom had been so willing to recognize its Independence.

This place, the Land of Alf, was a territory hemmed in on all sides. The Beast Kingdom, the Empire, the Demon Race’s domain, the Holy Principality, and our own Kingdom... it sat at the center of a volatile web. Historically, it was a Barren Land, a wasteland so devoid of value that it wasn't worth the blood required to seize it.

Or at least, it shouldn't have been.

"So this is the extent of Yuri-sama’s power..." I whispered.

He had already secured ironclad promises of aid from the Empire, the Beast Kingdom, and the Holy Principality—nations that usually stood on the precipice of war with one another. I realized then that if the Kingdom had refused to recognize Yuri’s Independence, those three powers likely would have invaded us to claim him. From the King’s perspective, it was easier to simply cut ties with a piece of land that seemed destined for ruin without Yuri’s presence. 

It was the most pragmatic solution to a potentially catastrophic problem.

Certainly, the Kingdom’s total territory would decrease, but the ministers saw no value in a Barren Land lacking proper resources. They believed it was enough to maintain a cordial relationship for the duration of Yuri’s life. My engagement to him served that exact purpose; as someone with little political standing or influence, I was the perfect pawn to signal to the world that we remained on friendly terms while coordinating with third-party nations.

However, the King and his advisors had made one grave oversight.

This territory was already more than capable of sustaining itself, even without Yuri’s constant intervention. While the Holy Principality still clamored for Yuri’s personal touch regarding new Magic Tools, Great Sage Melty had already succeeded in producing almost everything else. 

Apparently, that Slanted Tower served a purpose beyond its eccentric architecture. Yuri insisted that it was merely a matter of the person's own hobby, but I had my doubts about the truth of that statement.

Furthermore, despite this being a Barren Land, crops were somehow growing in impossible abundance.

"This is... honestly, it's more than I ever imagined," I muttered.

I sat at my desk, intending to write a report back to the capital. I needed to confirm that I had delivered the letter to Yuri and describe the state of the city, but I was so overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the prosperity that I didn't know where to start.

"For now... I suppose I’ll just write that it’s an incredible place."

I forced my shaking hand to move, filling the parchment with my observations. 

"And then... there is what Yuri-sama said regarding Independence."

He’s surely just being humble, I thought, a small smile playing on my lips. He was the kind of man who could transform a wasteland into a paradise; surely he would achieve the same results no matter where he went. 

I finished the letter by mentioning that Yuri seemed to be worrying over the weight of Independence, treating it as a sign of his modest character.
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The King’s Next Move

I groaned as I stared at the letter that had arrived from Tia.

"What the hell is the meaning of this? I thought Yuri wanted Independence!"

"My Lord, he has mentioned it many times; there's no mistaking his intent," the soldier replied.

"Then why is he refusing?! I've heard a nearly identical letter arrived from the boy himself!"

"The explanation is simple, Your Majesty." The soldier spoke with a measured, slow cadence. "Lord Yuri still considers himself a citizen of this kingdom."

"And? What of it?"

"In other words, he likely cannot gauge your true intentions behind the previous order."

"…I see. You mean he’s afraid that if he accepts too quickly, it’ll look like he’s planning a Rebellion."

"Precisely, sire."

"…As if he’s the one who should be worried. I’m the one who’d be in trouble if he actually revolted."

The military might already stationed in Yuri’s city far surpassed my own. Furthermore, rumors suggested he had the support of three nations… no, my internal spies claimed he could even secure the cooperation of a Four-Country Alliance. Facing him would be tantamount to my country taking on the entire world. It was an impossible prospect.

"If once isn't enough, then send it twice, three times… I don't care! Keep sending Messengers until he acknowledges it! That land is already beyond our control, and every other nation knows it. We need to grant them Independence immediately. Do you understand!?"

"Yes, sire!"

I watched the soldier scramble out of the room, then let out a heavy, exhausted sigh. I’d never faced a crisis of this magnitude before. But this year? Troubles were crashing over me like a tsunami. 

Is it so wrong to wish they’d go a little easier on me?

But the gears were already turning. If I sat on my hands now, the only thing waiting for me was the total collapse of the state. As King, I couldn't let that happen. I had already made massive concessions toward his territory. Sending Tia to him as a Concubine was proof of that. I was doing everything in my power to ensure Yuri got what he wanted… at least, that was the plan.

The problem was that I didn’t actually know much about the boy. Being a member of the Lousouth House, he’d surely undergone rigorous training from Balan, but…

"Worrying in isolation won't solve anything. Balan is his father; he has to know Yuri better than anyone. I’ll hear what he has to say before deciding on my next move. After all, Balan was the one who sent Yuri to that land in the first place… Wait."

A cold shiver of dread crawled down my spine. 

On the surface, Yuri had simply demonstrated enough power to force my hand toward Independence. But if this was the outcome Balan had planned from the start? It could be interpreted as a calculated move to hollow out the kingdom’s strength. Could the Lousouth House itself be planning a Rebellion?

"No, this won't do. I have to investigate that land—and Yuri—personally. It’s the only way to find the truth."

Of course, a king couldn't just wander off whenever he pleased. Which was exactly why I decided to call upon a certain individual.
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A Certain Someone

The "certain someone" the King relied on... was his own body double.

This shadow possessed the necessary skills and, more importantly, a face identical to the monarch's. In the past, the King had occasionally swapped places with him to sneak out and inspect the state of the town—an indulgence for which his aides frequently scolded him.

But this time, the journey would take him all the way to the Frontier Region. And it had to be done in total secrecy, hidden from prying eyes.

The thought of the lecture waiting for him upon his return dampened his spirits, but he had no choice. To grasp the reality of the situation, he had to see it for himself.

"Summon my shadow at once," the King ordered. "I have urgent business!"

◇◆◇◆◇◆

Despite the string of troubles that followed Tia’s arrival, life had finally settled back into a relative state of peace. Of course, I knew this was merely a temporary lull while I waited for the response to my inquiry regarding independence.

Since there was no telling when I’d get another break once things kicked off, I decided to savor the tranquility while I still could.

"Yuri-sama, a representative from the Kingdom has arrived."

It seemed my vacation was over before it had even begun. I let out a heavy sigh and went to meet the messenger.

Wait... what?

The moment I stepped into the reception room, I paused, tilting my head in confusion. There was something familiar about the man waiting for me. He struck me as a strange individual—the kind of man who seemed easy enough to converse with, yet whose eyes remained cold and unsmiling.

Still, I couldn't quite place him. He was a messenger from the Kingdom, so perhaps our paths had crossed somewhere in the castle, or maybe he’d been a guest of my father, Balan. I hadn't been formally introduced to every person I’d ever seen, so it stood to reason that some faces would escape me.

—No, wait.

I looked closer, and the man’s features began to overlap with those of the King of Inraku.

I remember hearing rumors that the King of Inraku often wanders the castle town in disguise.

I never imagined he’d travel all the way out to the Frontier Region, though.

That was close. If I handle this poorly and incur the King’s resentment, I’ll be heading straight for a Ruin Route.

Since I’d spotted his true identity early, I could adjust my behavior accordingly. I took a deep breath, steeling my resolve.

"Thank you for making the long journey here today," I said.

"Not at all. I am the one who is grateful to you for granting me your time, especially given the sudden nature of my visit."

He offered his hand, and I took it, exchanging a firm handshake.

"I am Aul Iikuran, a messenger from the Kingdom of Inraku. I have been entrusted with a letter from the King of Inraku."

For some reason, his formal tone makes it feel like he’s addressing a foreign power.

"Allow me to review it," I replied.

I accepted the letter. In summary, the contents were nearly identical to the letter I’d received from Miria: the Kingdom would recognize us as an independent country, they wanted me to get engaged to Miria, and they intended to maintain friendly relations moving forward.

―――――――――――――――――――――――――――――

【Request from the Author】

I have started a new work: I, the Weakest Mob, Accidentally Defeated the Mastermind...
https://kakuyomu.jp/works/16818093086531832571

I would be grateful if you could come and take a look at this one as well. I will continue to do my best, so if you feel like "I want to support you!" or "I'm curious about the sequel!", I would be happy if you would support me by pressing the "+" button in the "Praise with ☆" section below.

Visible numbers are a real encouragement, so thank you very much in advance.
Behind the Letter

It was just as I suspected: the wording of the letter granted my Independence.

What on earth was he thinking, having the King himself deliver such a document in person?

I stared silently into his eyes. 

There was no warmth in the depths of his gaze. I had a feeling that taking the contents of the letter at face value would be a mistake.

"I have reviewed the terms," I said. "But what exactly is the meaning behind 'recognizing this territory as an independent nation'? For my part, I only came here to serve as the Acting Lord of the frontier."

The King’s eyes widened ever so slightly at my question.

It was a fleeting change, of course; his expression returned to its original mask in the time it took to blink. That composure was exactly what I expected from a King.

"You joke," he replied. "Between your marriage alliances with multiple nations, your talent for developing this land into something rivaling the Royal Capital, the technical ingenuity to create trends, and military might that equals any other country... no matter how you look at it, these are not assets that should be contained within a single territory."

I had only been working hard to fix up this destitute land, but...

The King's words forced me to re-evaluate my own position. 

In other words, the King wanted to excise me. I possessed enough power to threaten even his home base at the Royal Capital. He likely believed that if my influence surpassed his own, his throne would be in jeopardy.

Yet, letting me defect to another country was equally terrifying. 

My territory held the power of a whole nation. There was a risk that I would double the strength of a Hypothetical Enemy State.

He couldn't keep me within his borders, yet he couldn't afford to lose me to a rival. Summing it all up, recognizing me as an independent nation while ensuring our ties remained firm was his safest bet.

However, from my perspective—being cast out from the protection of the crown—this was outrageous.

I understood his logic, but this was still just a small territory on the frontier. I might be able to avoid Ruin through association, but I could easily see a future where I was simply invaded and wiped off the map.

After all, this land was sandwiched between the Five Nations: the Kingdom, the Demon Kingdom, the Empire, the Principality, and the Beast Kingdom...

—No, wait.

If I thought about it calmly, I was already engaged to Elu, the Princess of the Beast Kingdom, and the Empire’s Princess as well. The Principality was making the outrageous claim that they’d hand over their entire country to me whenever I wanted, and now the Kingdom was pushing for an engagement too.

Furthermore, Demon Lord Lucille was already strolling through my streets as if she were a local resident. In short, there were no neighboring countries likely to attack me any time soon.

There were other countries further out, but they weren't going to march across major powers just to reach this place.

Should I accept this for the sake of Ruin Avoidance? Or should I...

After a moment’s hesitation, I gave the King my answer.
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Conclusion

The King’s words caught in his throat for a heartbeat.

Had I made the wrong choice?

I waited for his reaction, my eyes fixed on his face. He remained expressionless as he finally spoke.

“I believed you would say as much.”

I had no idea what was actually going on behind those eyes. Then again, perhaps a man who ruled a nation couldn’t afford the luxury of showing emotion and exposing a weakness.

Could I ever do that?

No, what I had to do here was no different from when I was still living with my family. I had to bolster my military strength while ensuring my opponent never saw my hand.

In terms of raw, individual power, I had First—the Empire's Strongest—and Luna. Then there was Fritz the Dragon Slayer, Sage Melty, and Saint Emilina. I also had Ren and Totto from the Dark Guild, along with Gale and Lark, who claimed to be the Single Digits (Ninth).

On paper, that was more than enough power for a single nation. I also had my own magic to consider.

However, that was strictly individual strength. Because I relied so heavily on that specific lineup, losing even one of them would be a devastating blow. That dynamic worked well enough for a territory, but if I was going to think of this land as a country, it wouldn't do. I needed to gather a proper number of Soldiers and ensure they were all capable of fighting.

Should I just deck them out in Magic Tools so they can hold their own?

No, that would only rob them of the chance to grow. I needed them to train as individuals while also being augmented by Magic Tools. To achieve that, I needed an Instructor to whip the new recruits into shape.

In a perfect world, I would have left that to First, but the fact that he wasn't exactly the teaching type was a concern. This was something I would have to gather everyone to discuss at some point.

“In that case, regarding the engagement with Lady Florentia…”

“Would it be acceptable if I spoke with Tia first?” I asked.

“Oh? And what would be your reason for that?”

“Because I have no desire to enter into an engagement that she herself does not want.”

“Then why not simply ask her now?”

“If I spring it on her suddenly, she likely won't be able to speak her true feelings.”

“I see. However, for my part, I would like to bring a conclusion back with me as soon as possible…”

As a father, he was undoubtedly anxious to know if his daughter’s marriage had been settled.

“In that case, why not stay here until we reach a conclusion? You would be welcome.”

Dealing with a King was honestly a headache. Nevertheless, if there was a risk of him acting impulsively and creating unnecessary problems elsewhere, it was better to have him where I could keep an eye on him. Welcoming him was the pragmatic choice.

“Very well. Since the opportunity has presented itself, I believe I shall stay for a short while.”

“Then please, follow me. I’ll show you to your room.”

With that, I led the King toward the Guest Room located within my manor.
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The King’s Inspection (I)

After being shown to my quarters, I—the King of Inraku—slipped out through the window. I moved with the stealth of a thief, making sure no one saw me leave.

The plan was for me to take Tia as a concubine.

I knew there wouldn't be an immediate conflict between Yuri and myself, but there was no telling how long that fragile peace would last. If there was even a slight possibility that we would eventually become enemies, it was only pragmatic to investigate my opponent beforehand.

Was this the proper conduct of a King? Hardly. But I was a solitary ruler; I had learned long ago that I couldn't trust those around me. There was nothing in this world I believed in more than what I saw with my own eyes.

Or so I had thought.

"Wh-what is this place...?"

I had intended to start my investigation with their Farming, yet as I reached the fields, I was struck speechless. This land was supposed to be a Barren Land, a withered husk where crops barely clung to life. Instead, I found a lush expanse teeming with produce. I could logically grasp the feat of reviving dead soil, but humans have a tendency to avert their eyes from things they truly do not wish to see.

If this isn't a dream, what in the world am I looking at?

Meat was growing directly from the soil.

"...Has Yuri signed a contract with a Demon?"

No, it was hard to believe even a Demon possessed this kind of power. Honestly, I almost found myself wishing it was the work of a Demon. It was no wonder people were starting to worship Yuri like a god—he was distorting Human Logic itself.

"Hey, mister. What are you doing in a place like this?"

An innocent-looking boy called out to me while I was staring at the field. He appeared to be the one in charge of the labor here. Perhaps I could squeeze some information out of him.

"I was just admiring the field," I said, pointing toward the strange crop. "I found this quite fascinating. Do you know anything about that?"

The boy beamed at me, looking genuinely happy. "Ehehe, amazing, right? I worked really hard to get it to grow that well!"

It seemed this child was the one responsible for the crop. It defied all reason; this was something that could only be described as Farming Alchemy. I couldn't believe such talent had been hiding here. 

Had the Kingdom ever even bothered looking for talent among those who weren't Nobles? No. We obsessed over the Sage, the Saint, and the Hero—those chosen by the gods—and showed little interest in anything else. It had become common practice to assume that superior talent was only born from superior parents. No one ever considered that such excellence could emerge from the Commoners.

...No, I had to stay calm. Perhaps "superior" was the wrong word; "deranged" was more fitting. 

Certainly, the skill required to cultivate crops so thoroughly in such a Barren Land was wonderful. At the same time, the question of why he was growing Meat in a field remained. It was nothing short of madness. I felt compelled to label it the work of a Demon. 

Yet, I couldn't ignore the pragmatic reality: if Meat could be harvested like grain, the issue of Military Provisions would vanish overnight. While it looked like insanity on the surface, the strategy behind it was terrifyingly well-considered.

And then there was the other matter...

"The Meat is delicious today, too. Baaa~"

It seemed livestock was being raised here as well. As I watched a sheep of impossible proportions happily munching on the field-grown Meat, a cold shiver of dread ran down my spine. This was no longer just a curiosity; it was a threat.
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The King's Inspection (2)

It was a sheep... wasn't it? Why was it so massive? And did it just speak? Perhaps such a species existed, but why on earth was a sheep eating Meat? Or was it simply something that looked like Meat because it was sprouting from the soil?

I racked my brain for answers, but none came.

The boy had led me here without a hint of hesitation. If he was willing to show an outsider around so casually, he clearly didn't consider this place a secret.

Practically speaking, if one wanted Meat, they would simply raise livestock. Cultivating it in a field seemed utterly pointless. Besides, no matter how oversized or carnivorous it was, a sheep was still just a sheep. It was nothing more than a beast.

The crops appeared to be thriving, but the scale of the operation was limited. If I compared the harvest volume to the vast agricultural reaches of my own Kingdom of Inraku, the difference was laughable. 

In other words, this field isn't what has caught the interest of other nations.

"Thank you. You've been most helpful," I said.

"Yeah, it was amazing, right? Here, take this as a souvenir."

The boy handed me a slab of Freshly Harvested Meat. The moment I took it, the sheep lunged forward and devoured it.

"Delicious, baa. I want seconds, baa."

"That wasn't for you!" the boy yelled. He began kicking the sheep with a series of dull thuds. 

The boy tried to hand me Meat several more times, but the sheep snatched it away every single time. I eventually offered a polite refusal and decided it was time to move on to the next location.

◇　◇　◇

My next destination was the facility producing the Magic Tools that sustained Yuri’s territory—a tower housing a Sage.

Or so I thought.

"What in the world is this tower? Is the structure itself a Magic Tool?"

For some reason, the tower was tilted at a sharp angle. Worse, it was visibly shaking.

Is this a deterrent to keep intruders out? It certainly takes Courage just to step toward it, but is this actually a place where people can live and work?

Was it possible to even manufacture Magic Tools in such an unstable environment?

Wait. Is that the strategy?

Thinking rationally, it was hard to imagine anyone producing anything in a wreck like this. Perhaps it was a decoy designed to make people think the real work was being done elsewhere, thus keeping prying eyes away.

Which means the true secret of their Magic Tool creation must be hidden inside...

Driven by a grim curiosity, I braced myself and entered the tower.

Several minutes later...

"Hah... hah... Are they insane?! Why are there Monsters prowling inside a Laboratory?! It’s practically a Dungeon!"

I emerged, gasping for air, having barely escaped with my life.

No... does this mean they have something so valuable they're willing to go to these lengths to hide it?

It stood to reason that the people of this territory possessed some means of repelling those Monsters.

"Hey, old man, who are you? You got business with this tower?"

I was hunched over, hands on my knees as I struggled to catch my breath, when a man who looked like a Mercenary approached. He was carrying a Large Hammer.

I’ve seen this man somewhere before, haven't I?

However, as a King who saw countless faces every single day, there was no way I could be expected to remember a man I might have glimpsed only once or twice.

―――――――――――――――――――――――――――――
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The King's Inspection (3)

"I’d heard the rumors about the Sage’s Tower and thought I might pay it a visit, but..."

"Then the timing is perfect," the man said. "Wait right there."

"I... pardon?" 

I gave a confused nod. He ignored me, hoisting a massive iron hammer and swinging it with full force toward the structure. At that moment, a violent shockwave tore through the air.

"Stop! You'll bring the tower down—"

I instinctively shut my eyes, bracing for the thunder of collapsing stone, but the sound never came. When I slowly looked again, the tower remained—standing as it always did, looking just as precarious and unstable as the moment I arrived.

No... that’s impossible. It looks like a stiff breeze would topple it.

"I see you're in the dark," the man remarked. "The Tower Master here... well, she blew the place up once. Whether she’s holding a grudge about it or actually reflecting on her mistakes, I couldn't say. Either way, she performed Magic Toolization on the entire structure to ensure it can never be destroyed again."

A Magic Tool? This whole tower? What could possibly be the point?

"If that's the case," I ventured, "then an Attack on the tower shouldn't accomplish anything, should it?"

"Not necessarily. She doesn't manage the place at all, so it's undergone Dungeonization. The internal layout is a mess. Climbing through that maze is a nightmare, isn't it? But if I do this, the tower's defensive functions activate to prevent damage... and the surprise usually brings her running out."

As I listened to his explanation, something suddenly shot out from the top floor. It plummeted through the air, landing squarely on top of me and pinning me to the ground.

"Why must you always resort to this!?"

It was Sage Melty. She was as disheveled as ever, wearing nothing but a single, tattered shirt. The man didn't even blink at the sight of her; he simply let out a heavy sigh.

"Because you won't come down to the ground. And you let the place turn into a Dungeon on top of that."

"I-I have to! If I don't, you'll just try to make me work. I just want to be a shut-in!"

"I don't care if you're a shut-in, but I need you to do your job."

"I am doing it! I have proof!"

The Sage reached behind her back and produced a Shovel.

"Look, I even finished the Renovation on Fritz's weapon."

"Listen... why is my weapon a Shovel again?"

"Eh? Is it not? Lord Yuri told me you killed a Dragon with a Shovel."

The pieces finally clicked. I remembered him now. There were reports of a man among Yuri's retainers who could slay a Dragon single-handedly. I had officially granted him the title of Dragon Slayer based on those reports.

That’s right. It was him.

He had always been carrying a Shovel for some reason, and that bizarre image had stuck with me more than his actual face. Now that he held the tool in his hands, I was certain. This man was the Dragon Slayer.

And that means this tower—looking as though it might collapse at any moment—is actually a defensive bulwark capable of withstanding a blow from the Dragon Slayer himself? Could the Kingdom of Inraku incorporate such technology?

...Fine. I'll ask Yuri about it later.

With those thoughts tucked away, I remained pinned under the Sage’s feet, waiting for their bickering to end.

―――――――――――――――――――――――――――――
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Toward Independence

I had set out to gain independence as a mere noble, only to end up seceding as an entire country. 

I didn't even understand what I was saying anymore, but since I had already accepted the responsibility, I had no choice but to see it through. I have a sinking feeling that my standard-issue Ruin Flag has just evolved into a localized apocalypse, I thought. The only silver lining was that I no longer faced execution due to complicity; that was something, at least.

Still, the problems were stacking up. 

To begin with, while this territory was quite developed, that was strictly by the standards of a feudal estate. If we were to consider ourselves a sovereign nation, we were lacking in almost every category. For the time being, I had sent Fritz to the Sage’s Tower to retrieve Magic Tools for our National Army. We had to leverage every resource at our disposal—especially the Magic Tools that served as this land's specialty.

“A-anyway, for now, we’ve secured our independence as a nation, and I’ve become its king… wait.”

Was I actually the king?

The King of Inraku had stated that he recognized our independence as a country, but he hadn't explicitly said that I was the one who would lead it. In other words, there might still be a way to foist the job onto someone else…

“Fee!”

“Of course you are the king, Lord Yuri,” she replied instantly.

“I haven’t even said anything yet!”

“I didn’t need you to. I already knew.”

Damn it.

Wasn't being a king just a losing role where you were forced to take the fall whenever something went wrong? I’d always pictured it as a job where you sat in a fancy chair and sent the Hero off on a quest, but that was just my own bias talking. In reality, it meant drowning in a sea of paperwork. I would have to set national policies, negotiate with foreign powers… 

The sheer volume of work was going to swallow every second of my free time.

“Maybe I should just make a run for it.”

“Absolutely not,” Fee said.

“Ugh. I just want to live a peaceful life.”

“Then you should turn this country into that kind of place. I know you can do it, Lord Yuri.”

I suppose she’s right… 

There was no reason to be bound by conventional molds. I could just build my own kind of country from the ground up.

“Alright, in that case—”

“First, we work.”

Fee’s hand clamped onto me with a crushing grip. It was as if she had read my next move before I’d even thought of it.

“No, I was just—”

“Lord Yuri, you were trying to escape again. The work is piling up. You can’t leave it all to Lady Sasha; that would be cruel.”

“Look, things just progress more smoothly when you leave the work to the people who are actually good at it…”

“You’ve been away from the country for a long time. The least you can do is help while you’re actually here. Now, come along.”

“O-okay, I get it…”

Left with no other choice, I allowed myself to be hauled off toward Sasha.
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The Crucial Matter

"Yuri-sama, you’re forgetting the most important thing."

"Important? Had I overlooked something?"

It was true that the King of Inraku was currently touring the nation. If any problem arose, it could escalate into an international conflict in an instant. If that happened, what awaited us was, inevitably, Ruin. I had to ensure I didn't overlook even the smallest detail.

"Of course it is! It’s incredibly important!!"

Fee leaned in toward me, her face full of conviction. She hadn't been this intense since the last time I’d overdone it with my magic.

...Come to think of it, things had been so hectic lately that I hadn't spent much time on Magic Tool Crafting.

Perhaps that was what Fee was referring to. Since I used to spend every spare moment tinkering, she likely saw my recent absence from the lab as a major cause for concern.

"I see. I get it. In that case, I’ll hole up in my room for a while."

"Fueh!? Fr-from this hour!?"

"Hmm? Does the time matter?"

"I-it’s true that it doesn't... Th-then, who are you going to call? Lady Elu? Lady Luna? Or maybe Lady Tia?"

Why was she bringing up their names?

No, knowing Fee, she was probably trying to assign me an Overseer. She trusted my general behavior, but she still had zero faith in me when it came to Magic Tool Crafting. She seemed to think I’d work myself into a grave, which was ridiculous. My Magic Power had increased significantly; I wouldn't collapse just from pulling a few all-nighters.

Still, it felt wrong to bother the others just so I could make a few tools. Fee was usually the one watching me anyway, and even if I called someone else, she would likely just hide and watch us from the shadows. It wouldn't make a difference. 

Unless, perhaps, she had other business to attend to?

"Is Fee not good enough?"

"Fueh!? F-Fee!?!?"

Fee’s face turned bright red as she began to panic. After a moment, she lowered her head and gave a small nod.

"I-I understand. If Yuri-sama says so..."

"Is it really something to be so solemn about?"

"You don’t understand, Yuri-sama. This is a very big deal!"

I tilted my head, puzzled by her attitude. 

"Well, shall we head to the room for now?"

"W-wait a moment. Um, let me wash my body first..."

"You’ll just get dirty anyway... No, today should be fine, but there’s always a chance things will get messy if we're unlucky. Wouldn't it be better to wait until after?"

Failures were an inherent part of experimentation. On rare occasions, a Magic Tool would explode, showering the room in raw materials. Even if she went to the trouble of getting cleaned up now, it would be pointless if an explosion happened later. 

That said, the lab was a place for precision work. I could understand Fee’s desire for cleanliness.

"A-at least let me change my clothes..."

"Ah, good point."

When it came to the Experiment Room, there was only one choice of attire. I draped a spare set of clothes over Fee’s shoulders.

A White Robe... 

Naturally, it was a substitute for a White Lab Coat.

"There, that’s better. Now, let’s go."

"Th-that’s not what I meant at all!!"

―――――――――――――――――――――――――――――
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A Cold

The place I led the visibly nervous Fee wasn’t my private room... it was my magic tool research room.

“Um... Yuri-sama? Are we doing it here?”

“Of course. Why are you saying something so strange?”

“F-Fee is the one being strange?”

“What is it? You’re acting even odder than usual today. Do you have a fever?”

I pressed my forehead against hers to check her temperature.

Fee’s face instantly turned a brilliant shade of crimson, and she began flailing her limbs in a panic.

“Hmm, you do feel a bit hot. Don’t overdo it. It’s fine if I work alone today.”

“A-Alone?! T-Then I’ll go call someone else for you!”

“No, I’d be more worried about you collapsing if I made you do that.”

“Uuu... I understand. I’ll rest quietly today.”

“Shall I walk you back to your room?”

When I offered, her face flushed even deeper as she desperately turned me down.

“I-I’m fine! I can get back by myself!”

“You sure? Well, be careful on your way back, then.”

“Yes... I understand...”

Fee drifted out of the room looking completely dazed, leaving me in solitude. 

A smirk finally tugged at the corners of my mouth. 

Finally, I can immerse myself in my research without any interruptions.

My time had been swallowed up by other matters lately; I hadn't been able to get anything done. Since I’d finally managed to carve out some free time, I wanted to focus on my studies in peace.

What should I work on next? Is it time to start on communication equipment? Or should I further develop the lighting equipment? A stove might be practical, too. Then again, maybe I should branch out into entertainment goods.

I let my imagination run wild as I began moving my hands.

“Um... Yuri-sama?”

Hmm. If there’s a risk of a budget shortfall during the nation building phase, then entertainment goods should be the priority. I’ll start with a few simple, safe items... Since they won’t actually be magic tools, I can probably keep the production costs low. Maybe I’ll just leave the specifics to Fritz.

“Yuri-sama! Do you have a moment?!”

A sudden shout right in my ear made me jump, my shoulders twitching in surprise.

“W-What happened? Is something wrong?!”

“No, Yuri-sama. You have a guest.”

“I’m busy right now.”

“But... it’s the guest you brought here yourself...”

The one I brought?

The only guest I’d brought recently was the King of Inraku, and he was supposed to be out touring the city right now. Had some kind of trouble broken out? 

If it was anyone else, it wouldn't be an issue, but if it was the King himself, this could turn into a massive headache. And here I thought I’d finally get to enjoy some slow, quiet research...

“I understand. I’ll be right there. Show them to the reception room and serve some sweets.”

“Understood, sir.”

I let out a heavy sigh as I tidied up the research materials I’d spread out, then set off toward the reception room.
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The Slanted Tower

The King, who had been waiting in the Reception Room, flashed a smile at me for some reason.

“Lord Yuri, this country is truly marvelous. Fields of swaying crops that look exactly like Meat, a tower that appears to be leaning... the city itself is pristine, and your people are so full of life.”

He leaned in close, his eyes sparkling with genuine excitement as he spoke.

To be fair, the fields that look like Meat actually are Meat, and that tower isn’t just leaning—it’s actively swaying.

As for the rest, it wasn’t so much my doing as it was the result of Sasha’s tireless efforts.

“We’re still in the middle of getting everything in order,” I said, adopting a humble tone. “It’s frankly quite embarrassing.”

I was careful to project modesty; I didn't want to show any weakness to a foreign monarch.

“Hahaha, you’re far too modest! The fact that you’ve transformed this desolate wasteland into such a thriving place is a testament to Lord Yuri’s power.”

Now that I think about it, the King already knew what this place looked like before. In that case, he’s probably going to ask about urban planning or maintenance. I might even be able to secure a new revenue stream by dispatching workers.

“Actually, Lord Yuri, I have a request...”

Here it comes. Exactly as I predicted.

I maintained a perfect poker face, hiding my inner smirk. “What might that be? If it’s within my power, I’d be happy to assist.”

“That’s a relief. Then, if I may be so bold...”

What will it be? Water Control Work? Land Readjustment? Or perhaps Exterior Construction?

“That tower... the one built at an angle that sways in the wind. Would you be willing to build one just like it in my country?”

The answer came from so far out of left field that I reflexively gripped the cup in my hand. I hadn't trained my physical strength enough to actually shatter the glass, but I squeezed hard enough to let out a faint, audible creak.

This was the first time I’d lost my composure, and the King’s demeanor shifted instantly at the sight of my reaction.

“I-I see. A structure that unique must be a state secret. It wasn't something I should have asked for so easily, was it?”

The King looked genuinely crestfallen.

I honestly can't fathom why he'd even want a thing like that.

“If that’s all you want, I can build as many as you like,” I replied. “Should I send a team of workers to your capital?”

“R-Really? Are you sure!? To be honest, I expected you to refuse, but I haven't been able to get that tower out of my mind since the moment I saw it.”

What on earth did he find appealing about it?

That thing was just a freak accident—the byproduct of a game of Daruma-Otoshi gone wrong.

Wait. Could it be that this King actually wants to play Daruma-Otoshi? I can’t imagine any other reason why he’d want that tower.

“In that case, I’ll begin selecting the workers immediately.”

—————————————————————————————————

[Announcement from the Author]
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Tower Construction

With the King’s request officially accepted, I immediately set about selecting a team for the project.

That said, the Slanted Tower was a product of pure coincidence. I realized that trying to replicate it on demand would severely limit our options for personnel. 

Melty or I would have to personally craft the Building Collapse Prevention Magic Tool—the literal backbone of the structure—and Fritz’s cooperation was essential for transporting the materials for a tower of that scale. First certainly had the strength for it, but in terms of familiarity with the process, Fritz was the superior choice.

The problem was that, looking at us as a nation, we were clearly suffering from a shortage of talent. If I sent the wrong people away for too long, it could lead to disaster back home.

"I want to keep the turnaround time as short as possible..."

If I wanted to slash the construction period, conventional building methods were out of the question. Which meant...

Should I build it in advance? 

But building a tower that leaned and swayed ahead of time was...

"No, wait."

I thought back to how the tower had first been erected in this territory. If I recalled correctly, Fritz had sent the structure flying like a game of Daruma-Otoshi and...

"Ah..."

I don't actually have to go there to build it.

In that case...

"As long as I have Fritz and Melty, I can manage. The construction site might have a bit of a margin of error, so I'll just have them look at the area broadly... Yeah, this could work!"

I immediately went to the King to confirm the Planned Tower Construction Site.



On the outskirts of the territory.

Fritz, Melty, First, and I gathered in a vacant lot where nothing had yet been built.

"Why did you drag me all the way out here?"

Melty looked visibly irritated. Her hair was messy and her clothes were baggy, suggesting she had been deep in her studies until the very last second. I suppose it was inevitable, considering I’d forced her to halt her Magic Tool Research.

"There's a certain Magic Tool I need you to help me make. I could do it alone, but looking ahead to the future, I’d like your cooperation on this one."

"Oh, is that all? Fine, then."

The moment she heard the words "Magic Tool," her mood brightened instantly.

"Doesn't sound like there’s much for me to do, then," Fritz said, sounding puzzled.

"On the contrary, Fritz, you’re the cornerstone of this operation. It won't work without you."

"...What's that supposed to mean?"

"For now, just practice your swings with that hammer."

"...? Well, as long as I have a job to do."

"By the way..."

The other two were here because I’d summoned them, but I hadn't called for First. Yet, for some reason, he was standing there with us.

"Why are you here, First?"

"I thought I might catch a glimpse of your power."

"I don't have that kind of power..."

I flashed a wry smile. Still, as long as he didn't interfere, I decided it wasn't worth worrying about.

―――――――――――――――――――――――――――――
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The Fastest Tower Construction

I began with the basics, constructing the tower as I normally would.

I channeled Earth Magic to extract stone and trace amounts of Magic Ore from deep beneath the soil, using the materials to shape the structure as it rose.

"C-can it really be done that quickly?"

First watched, his expression one of pure shock. 

At this stage, however, the structure was little more than a hollow mannequin in the shape of a tower. While the interior was technically empty, it lacked anything resembling actual rooms.

"Melty, can I leave the interior to you?" I asked.

"Oh? Are you giving me free rein?"

"Of course. That is exactly what the client requested."

Since the King had asked for that specific tower, it was only right that Melty handled the layout. If I were to design it, the result would be far too practical and user-friendly. I wouldn't be able to replicate that delightfully deranged atmosphere on my own.

"Hehehe... perhaps I'll litter the path with enough traps to ensure no one ever reaches the Top Floor. I'll make the maze even more convoluted, and I'll give the central pillar just enough flexibility to ensure the structure never breaks..."

Melty looked positively delighted as she set to work on the interior. 

In the meantime, I turned to Fritz to explain the logistics of our planned construction site.

"I just need you to launch this tower to that location over there," I said.

"…Come again?" Fritz blinked, his voice flat with disbelief.

"Was I unclear? It isn't complicated. I just need you to give the tower a little nudge and send it flying toward that spot."

"…Look, can I say one thing?"

"By all means."

"No matter how you look at it, that spot is nowhere near a reachable distance from here, is it?"

"You think so? I figured it would be well within your range, Fritz."

"No, no, no! What on earth do you think I am!?"

"A Dragon slayer, right?"

"I’m just a Mercenary!"

"That’s not true anymore," I countered. "Once this territory achieves Independence as its own nation, I’m appointing you to the position of General. You’ll be the one leading our Soldiers."

"…Wait. That’s the first I’ve heard of this."

"Naturally. I only just decided to tell you."

"Listen, important news like that should be handled in a formal setting…"

"I intend to hold a proper ceremony, of course. But you needed the advance notice to prepare yourself, didn't you?"

"I mean, I guess, but..."

"Then do me a favor and give it a good, satisfying swing."

"Upgrading my job title isn't going to suddenly make me capable of punting a tower!"

"It’ll be fine. I have faith in you."

"Don't blame me when this goes south," Fritz grumbled, his face a mask of exasperation as he began taking practice swings with his hammer.

"Wait," First interrupted, his voice sharp. "Are you truly intending to launch this tower through the air?"

"That is the plan."

"Is such a feat even possible?"

"There's no way it's possible, right?" Fritz interjected.

"It’ll be a breeze for Fritz," I said.

Fritz continued to deny it, but First seemed to take my words at face value.

"I see. To think you have a subordinate with that much power at his disposal. Hehehe... this is going to be very interesting."

First’s eyes were fixed on Fritz, a predatory curiosity gleaming in his gaze.

―――――――――――――――――――――――――――――
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The Airborne Tower

“Hey, is it just me, or is that guy burning a hole through me with his eyes?” Fritz asked, his voice low and uneasy.

“He just wants to test your mettle,” I replied. “Why not entertain him once we’re finished here?”

“...Isn’t he supposed to be the Empire’s Strongest? There’s no way I’m walking away from that in one piece!”

“I don’t know, I think you’d put up a surprisingly good fight. You’re a Dragon Slayer too, aren’t you?”

“Ho. So you’ve slain a Dragon as well? Then I suppose that puts us on equal footing.” First offered a thin, unsettling smile.

“Regardless,” I interrupted, trying to keep us on track, “just focus on blowing this tower away once the Tower Interior is finished. That’s the only thing I need from you right now.”

“Fine. Let’s get this over with so we can settle this duel,” First said, his gaze fixed on Fritz, hurrying him along.

“If you’re so eager, why don’t you do it yourself?” Fritz grunted, attempting to shove his hammer toward First.

“I use nothing but swords.”

“Well, then I—”

“Wasn’t your primary weapon a Shovel, Fritz?” I asked.

“It’s a sword! I use a sword!”

“It just means you’re versatile enough to fight with anything, right?”

“Ho. I look forward to seeing that.” First’s enthusiasm was becoming palpable, and honestly, a little threatening.

Fritz looked back at the massive structure behind us. “Besides, I can’t just launch a hunk of stone this big. It needs to be... I don’t know, in pieces.”

“Leave that to me,” First said. “I shall carve it up.”

“Don’t go overboard,” I warned. “If you mince it, it’ll never function as a tower again. Just... slice it into horizontal rings, maybe?”

If we’re going for a Daruma-Otoshi style launch, that’s really the only way it’ll work.

“A simple task.” 

Without another word, First approached the structure, completely ignoring Melty as she worked frantically inside.

The next instant, the air seemed to shiver. I barely registered First moving at all.

“How is this?” he asked.

“Huh? Nothing’s changed,” Fritz said, looking puzzled.

I, however, could see it. I knew exactly what had just happened.

“Melty, are you alright?” I called out.

“I’m fine! Don’t bother me, I’m at a critical stage!”

“If you say so...”

At a glance, the tower looked unscathed. But as I squinted, I saw them: hair-thin, perfectly level lines encircling the stone. In a single heartbeat, he had sliced through the entire structure with surgical precision—and he’d done it so cleanly that nobody else even noticed.

His abilities are as terrifying as ever.

First was the strongest character in the Original Game—the kind of opponent you were never actually meant to beat. Even now that he’s technically an ally, that overwhelming power hasn’t faded in the slightest. Usually, characters get nerfed the moment they join your party; seeing him maintain this level of threat was, in a very grim way, a relief.

“Is this enough? I’ve finished the Magic Tool for the time being,” Melty announced, emerging with a thousand-yard stare. “I managed to imbue it with Damage Repair Power. But... well, it’s still going to shake like crazy.”

She looked exhausted. For some reason, the Magic Tool wasn’t functioning with its usual efficiency, yet the tower refused to break. It was an odd paradox. However, since the King had specifically requested this madness, we had to build it exactly to these specifications.

“Alright then. Fritz, are you ready?”

“Are you sure about this? Don't come crying to me regardless of how this turns out,” Fritz warned, checking one last time.

When he saw my expression hadn’t changed, he let out a heavy sigh and shouldered his hammer. He took a wide stance and swung with everything he had. The hammer slammed into the base, and the tower—already segmented by First’s cuts—soared into the distance with a satisfying, terrifying velocity.
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Flying Objects

A mysterious flying object had suddenly streaked across the sky of the Kingdom of Inraku.

Word of the event spread like wildfire, and naturally, it wasn't long before the news reached my ears in my capacity as the country's Chancellor.

"What happened? Is this an invasion?"

I set my wine glass down on the table and stood, crossing my private study to look out the window.

The first object had already vanished beyond the horizon, but then I saw it—another one. And then another. This wasn't a solitary incident; multiple objects were screaming through the air in succession. The only logical explanation was an attack from a foreign power.

"Tch. A strike from such an extreme distance? Could the Empire’s Ninth be the only ones capable of this?"

I had deployed spies not only within our borders but throughout neighboring nations as well. Not a single one of them had reported that another country was mobilizing for war.

Are they hiding it from me? No, that should be impossible. And yet, the fact remains that we are under fire. Where is it coming from...? No, I need to gather intelligence first.

I didn't give a damn about the potential casualties; my mind was focused entirely on the nature of the enemy.

"Knot! Get in here!"

The door swung open immediately, and Knot stepped into the room.

"You called, Father?"

"Investigate those flying objects from a moment ago."

"Understood. I'll head out at once."

Knot wore his usual flippant expression, but he nodded obediently to my command.

"Take Marco with you. I want to know exactly what those things are and exactly where they were launched from."

"I’m more than enough on my own, you know. But fine. I’m going."

As soon as Knot stepped out, I turned toward the empty air and spoke.

"You heard the boy. Go and investigate for yourselves."

"Are you sure about that?" a voice drifted from the darkness.

"There is a possibility they are behind this. As are you, for that matter."

"Suspicious as always, I see."

"Just get moving and find out what's happening."

"I have already looked into it. A Mysterious Tower has appeared a short distance from the Royal Capital."

The Shadow’s report was so nonsensical that I reflexively questioned him.

"What do you mean? Give me the details."

"The specifics are still unclear, but it appears to be a tower of unusual construction—perhaps the site of some strange ritual."

"An unusual construction?"

"Yes. Perhaps because it was launched in separate segments, the tower is currently leaning at a precarious angle. It is swaying so violently it looks as though it might collapse at any moment."

"I see. So it’s a mere facade. In that case, the tower itself is of little concern. Focus your investigation on why they chose to erect it in that specific location."

"Understood. I shall go at once."

The presence of the Shadow vanished, and I turned my gaze back to the window.

A ritual involving a tower... there should be several precedents for that. Perhaps it's time I did some research of my own.

―――――――――――――――――――――――――――――
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