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      Prologue


      Misha drove the carriage away from the city of the dwarves. I watched the stone skyline disappear into the distance before taking out the sword that Gaien had given me, which was infused with Salamander’s mana. I drew the blade just a few centimeters out of its scabbard, and the air around it shimmered as the sword exuded hot, dense mana. The haze danced in the air, slowly filling the carriage.


      “That power is...truly something,” Lunoa commented, gazing at the sword. As a mage, Lunoa could acutely feel the pressure emanating from the concentrated mana, and it seemed to make her uncomfortable.


      “Salamander possesses pure, unadulterated natural mana. It’s worlds apart from the mana we humans wield,” I said.


      I slid the blade back into the scabbard, trapping the powerful mana once more.


      Mireille eyed the weapon. “You weren’t able to obtain the rapier you wanted, but you still got your hands on something powerful.”


      “Indeed. It’s a shame that the sword’s attribute isn’t very compatible with mine, though. I’m not sure I can turn this into one of my trump cards.”


      Salamander, the archspirit of fire, had naturally imbued the sword with mana of that attribute, which did not cooperate well with my own attribute, water. I would never be able to unlock the full potential of this weapon if I wielded it.


      “I’ll keep this sword hidden away for the time being,” I said, materializing my Grimoire of Mammon.


      “Mmmn.” Alice, who’d been leaning against Mireille’s shoulder and sleeping, opened her eyes. She must have felt my mana.


      “Alice, we’re still a long way from our destination. Don’t you want to sleep a bit more?” We still had three hours to go until we arrived at our stopping point for the day, and the scenery from here to there wouldn’t be all that captivating.


      “No... Wake up...” she mumbled, rubbing her eyes as she slowly sat up.


      Mireille handed her a waterskin. Alice’s throat probably felt dry, because she drank several big gulps in a row.


      “Miss Ellie, will you head to the Hilgardie Barony right after returning to the capital?” Misha asked, expertly working the reins even as she turned around to talk to me.


      I dabbed my handkerchief over the droplets of water running down the corners of Alice’s mouth. “I will likely have to remain in the Hilgardie Barony for quite a while, so I’ll have to take some time to prepare accordingly before leaving the capital. I can leave most company matters to Arnaud, but I have to set everything up so that the most important documents can reach me without trouble.”


      “I’ll take care of that for you,” Misha said.


      “Thank you, Misha. Mireille, you’ll handle Gazaru’s arrival in the capital and make preparations to send Kagali to Milista.”


      “Of course, miss. I’ve already started making arrangements to assign guards to them during their journey, and I’m currently selecting their lodgings.”


      I nodded and turned to Lunoa. She was in the middle of smoothing Alice’s bedhead.


      “While I remain in the Hilgardie Barony, you, Misha, and Alice will stand by in the Lebrick Magravate.”


      “Huh?!” Lunoa and Alice exclaimed at the same time.


      Alice didn’t seem to have understood what I’d said. She looked up at me with big, confused eyes while hugging Carol.


      “Until very recently, the Hilgardie Barony was still under the control of the Kingdom of Haldoria. Most of the citizens there are former subjects of the kingdom. You might be in danger if you stay by my side.”


      “My parents’ home is in the capital of the Lebrick Magravate, so I have a place to stay, but what about Alice and Misha?” Lunoa asked. “If it’s all right with you and with them, I’m happy to host them in my room.”


      “Thank you, but I plan to entrust the two of them to Lord Lucas. I’ve written to him already.”


      “M-Me too?!” Misha asked.


      “Naturally. I was hoping you’d stay with Alice the entire time you’re in the Lebrick Margravate.”


      Misha nodded. “Understood.”


      “I have to say goodbye to mama?” Alice asked, an uneasy look on her face.


      “Not forever. Mama has to go to another city for work, but I’ll send you letters, and I’ll come to see you when I can.”


      “I understand... Good luck with your work, mama!”


      “Thank you, Alice.”


      I’d thought that she’d complain a lot more about this, but this just confirmed my suspicion that Alice had grown more independent over the last few days. I wondered if that had something to do with her receiving Salamander’s mana. According to the archspirit, Alice had the body of a human and the soul of a spirit. I had to look into what that meant as soon as possible.


      I intended to explain my full reasoning to Lunoa and Misha later in private, but there was another reason I was entrusting Alice to Lucas: Lotton Flywok. That man seemed to be investigating her, and Lucas wasn’t just anybody. It was his responsibility to keep the empire’s border safe, and the capital of the margravate was his most secure stronghold. I estimated that Lucas’s counterintelligence network was at least as developed as the one I kept in the imperial capital, if not better. In contrast, when I traveled to the Hilgardie Barony, I’d be a guest in the baron’s home, and I had little to no faith in its security.


      Our journey continued until, at last, we reached the imperial capital. Misha left to park the carriage, while Lunoa took Alice to her room. Mireille and I headed straight to my office. Piles of overdue documents lay in stacks on my desk, but they’d been arranged neatly, probably by Arnaud.


      “I really have to make sure that all of this work follows me to the Hilgardie Barony,” I said.


      “Certainly. Arnaud can take care of the current accounts, but new contracts, investments, and orders for the research division have to go through you,” Mireille replied.


      “I’m well aware. Delegating those tasks can have dire consequences.”


      “Arnaud would never get involved in unsavory dealings, but we can’t have the same trust in his subordinates. It wouldn’t be realistic to expect him to keep a watchful eye over every individual working for the company all on his own.”


      It was fine to leave budgets that were set in stone to the workers, but matters that called for flexibility had to go through me personally, lest ill-intentioned employees attempt to embezzle funds.


      “I don’t have much time before I must go fulfill my promise to Baron Nestart, so I shall at least finish reviewing the simple matters today. Mireille, go fetch Arnaud, please.”


      “At once, miss.”


      After placing a cup of hot coffee on my desk, Mireille bowed and headed to Arnaud’s office, the likeliest place to find him at this time.




      It took me roughly two weeks to finish the work that had piled up and arrange for all the necessary documents to follow me to the Hilgardie Barony.


      “You’ve been awfully busy these days,” Elsa said, sipping on her cup of hot chocolate. She was sitting opposite me at a table in Grimoire. I’d managed to set aside some time to inspect the teahouse before my departure, and I’d run into her there by chance.


      “I have been. I’ll be moving my headquarters away from the capital for a while, and the preparations have taken up most of my time.”


      “You’re leaving the capital?” Elsa asked, surprised.


      “Only for a time. I’ll be sojourning in the Hilgardie Barony.”


      “The Hilgardie Barony? That territory used to be Haldorian land and just recently became part of the empire, right? Will you be okay? I’ve heard that the people haven’t really accepted the baronial family who took over.”


      “I doubt that’ll turn into a big issue. At the end of the day, commoners aren’t really concerned with the identity of their lord. The only thing they care about is whether they have to pay more or less in taxes. The empire has always been reasonable on that front.”


      “Fair.”


      “If anything, I’d say the imperial strategies for handling such transition periods are especially clever. The authorities always come up with an excuse to exonerate people from taxes for a time to ease tensions. Then, they ask the citizens to resume payments but settle on a slightly lower rate than the kingdom used to impose.”


      “Doesn’t that mean the empire incurs losses?” Elsa asked. “Securing a newly acquired territory has got to be expensive.”


      “I assume the empire has a long-term vision. The current generation of residents remembers the rule of the kingdom, but the next won’t. When the time comes, the government can just raise the taxes slowly until the rate catches up with the rest of the territories. Well, I suppose there are unscrupulous ways to raise the taxes faster if the need arises.”


      “Unscrupulous ways?”


      “Well, for example...putting a noble in charge in name only and raising the taxes dramatically overnight. All the government has to do is let the situation fester for a while. Then, when the people’s discontent reaches its peak, they can convict the noble for taking advantage of the people before returning the taxes to the national average. That’s an effective way to get rid of a troublesome noble as well, so you can kill two birds with one stone.”


      Elsa looked taken aback hearing me say such a thing with a straight face. “You’re starting to scare me,” she said with a forced smile.


      “I was just joking.” I let my gaze wander to the side. I really had been joking. To enact that kind of plan, you would have to do quite a bit of behind-the-scenes work. It sounded easy, but it required considerable effort and funding. It was possible if you put your mind to it, though.


      “All jokes aside, wouldn’t it be dangerous to bring Alice and the others to the barony for a long period of time? That land is on the border, so the kingdom’s influence has got to remain strong.”


      “It would be. That’s precisely why I’m sending Alice, Lunoa, and Misha to the Lebrick Margravate instead.”


      “That’s where you started your business, isn’t it?”


      “Yes. Lunoa is originally from the margravate, so she’ll just live with her parents, and I’ve arranged for Alice and Misha to stay with Lord Lucas.”


      “Good thinking. The margrave is strong.”


      Elsa had met him in person during the border conflict, and she’d sensed his true strength just by observing his demeanor.


      “Anyway, now you know why I’ll be leaving the capital soon.”


      “If a mission takes me to the Hilgardie Barony, I’ll swing by to say hello.”


      I chatted with Elsa for a little longer, then I returned to my mansion to finish getting ready for the journey.




      I informed a few other people with whom I had connections, such as members of the Merchants’ Guild and Yuu, about my departure. Then, once we’d completed our final preparations, we left the capital. Our first stop would be the capital of the Lebrick Margravate. I’d kept in touch with Traitre’s branch in the margravate, but I hadn’t been there in person in a while.


      We passed through several territories until, eventually, the paved road gave way to a poorly maintained dirt road.


      “Mmn...”


      “Kyu...”


      Alice and Carol groaned in unison as the carriage started shaking. As always, Alice had been too excited about the trip to sleep properly last night. After playing with Lunoa during the first hour of the carriage ride, she’d fallen fast asleep on my lap, the same way she had when she’d run out of mana. Carol had curled up on Alice and closed her eyes as well.


      “The road here is just as neglected as always,” I noted, propping Alice up in my arms so the jostling of the carriage wouldn’t wake her.


      Carol slipped off of Alice and let out a disgruntled “Kyui!” before climbing up my leg and nestling herself on Alice’s stomach to continue her nap.


      “We often run into brigands in this area,” Lunoa said.


      She was right. We’d encountered them the first time we’d gone from Lucas’s territory to the capital and then practically every single time we’d made the trip in either direction.


      “This has become a serious issue for the Merchants’ Guild,” Mireille said. “They’ve sent parties to hunt down the brigands several times, but it hasn’t changed a thing. Apparently, the brigands consider this road a perfect hunting ground and pass the word around.” She stayed glued to the window with a watchful eye.


      “Do the parties sent by the guild fail to suppress them?” Lunoa asked.


      “No. The adventurers they’ve hired have successfully killed brigands every time,” Mireille replied.


      “The ones who died were likely sacrificial lambs,” I said. “There must be a bandit organization with ties to the lord of this territory.”


      If a group had ties to a lord, it would be easy for them to use scapegoats to foil the efforts of the Merchants’ Guild. The organization would attract brigands to the territory, and when the lord received word that adventurers were about to arrive, he’d warn the bandits to lie low and give the adventurers information on the unsuspecting newcomers instead.


      “H-How can that be?! We must do something about this!”


      “Lunoa. We’re merchants. This isn’t the sort of thing we should get involved in,” I said.


      “But bandits are a lot more dangerous than brigands, right?” Lunoa said, anxious.


      Unlike brigands, who usually operated in groups of a few people—a dozen at most—bandits formed large-scale criminal organizations with dozens of members. Brigands mostly stole food and valuables, but bandits usually dabbled in the illegal slave trade. Bandits also took on murder-for-hire jobs through urban criminal syndicates. They were on a different scale entirely from brigands.


      “Under normal circumstances, the lord of a territory would lead the charge in trying to rid his land of a bandit organization. But if said organization has ties to the lord, that complicates matters,” Mireille said.


      “In all likelihood, the Merchants’ Guild is aware of what’s transpiring already, but they’re treading carefully because a noble is involved. They might need the support of the imperial palace to handle this.”


      “In other words, it will take time.”


      “Yes,” I confirmed. “This road is the fastest route from the capital to the border, so I assume there’s no shortage of merchants troubled by its current state. Those who can defend themselves like us are mostly fine, but those who can’t must be losing quite a bit of money hiring guards. Not to mention that no amount of preparation would ever make the trip completely safe.” I looked at Misha, who was holding the reins. “Stay on your guard until we leave this area.”


      “Yes, Miss Ellie!” Misha exclaimed. Her ears twitched as she probed for any peculiar noises around us.


      “At the very least, we don’t have to worry about being caught off guard,” I added.


      “That’s true. Misha is as good of a scout as I am,” Mireille said.


      “Still, I hope we can get through this territory before Alice wakes up,” I said. I took a sip from the waterskin Mireille handed me while keeping all my senses alert and hugging Alice close to me.




      “You’re free to pass,” said the soldier who’d just checked our identification at the checkpoint.


      “Thank you,” Misha replied before spurring the horses forward.


      The soldier had allowed us to pass without any trouble after we’d paid the toll. In the end, we’d remained vigilant during our entire ride through the territory, but no one had attacked us this time.


      “Whew. I was so stressed,” Lunoa said.


      It looked like staying calm and relaxed while keeping an eye on her surroundings was still too difficult for Lunoa. She’d been on edge the entire time.


      “Now that we’re through that territory, it won’t be long before we reach the Lebrick Margravate,” I told her.


      “We should arrive at our final destination tomorrow around noon,” Mireille added.


      We kept progressing at a steady pace and reached the checkpoint at the border of the margravate by nightfall. The following day, a little before noon, the walls of the margravial capital rose in the distance. Misha stopped the carriage at the gate, and after showing the gatekeeper our documents, we proceeded into the city.


      Misha drove past the gate and through the main avenue before stopping in front of Traitre’s branch office, which had previously served as its headquarters. My employees were waiting for our arrival in a neat line.


      “It’s a pleasure to see you, Miss Ellie,” the man who stood at the center said. He bowed to me politely.


      This was Grantz Carlton, the head of this branch and Lunoa’s father.


      “We exchange letters often, but I haven’t seen you in person in a while. How are things?” I asked.


      “All is well. The branch hasn’t encountered any issues.”


      “Our sales figures and customer management are in good order,” added Stia, the petite woman standing next to Grantz.


      Stia had been an important employee of Funnel, the firm I used to run in the kingdom, and she now served as Grantz’s assistant and advisor. Perhaps thanks to her guidance, the normally timid Grantz seemed to have found his confidence, and he opened the door for me with great assurance.


      “We’ve readied rooms for you, Miss Ellie.”


      “Thank you. If there are no pressing matters, we’ll discuss the details tomorrow.” We’d take the afternoon to rest and start work the next day.


      “Of course. I’ve also booked you an appointment with the margrave for tomorrow. At noon.”


      “You’re better at taking the initiative now.”


      “Let’s just say that I’ve had some things drilled into me,” Grantz replied, gazing into the distance with a vacant stare.


      It appeared that Stia had trained him with a firm hand.


      The living space on the second floor of the building wasn’t very big. There was my old room, Mireille’s old room, and a couple of guest quarters.


      “I won’t require your services for the rest of the day, Grantz. Feel free to take your daughter home.”


      “Thank you. Let’s take Miss Ellie up on her offer, Lunoa. Your mother can’t wait to see you.”


      “I’m eager to see her too!”


      I watched Lunoa and Grantz leave before unpacking quickly and sitting down with Mireille to prepare for my appointment with Lucas. In the middle of our conversation, I heard light steps approaching. The next moment, the door opened, and Alice walked in with her pet carbuncle sitting on her head.


      “Mama, I’m hungry,” she complained.


      “Kyui!” Carol concurred.


      “Well, it is lunchtime,” I said.


      “Should I cook something?” Mireille asked.


      I thought about it for a second. “No. We’re in a different place; let’s eat out.”


      Back when I’d just started Traitre with Mireille, the two of us had been so busy making soap that we hadn’t been able to spare any time for cooking. At the time, we used to go to a certain restaurant often, and I decided that this was a good occasion to take Alice and Misha there.




      From the outside, the margrave’s residence looked quite unrefined, more akin to a military stronghold than a nobleman’s home. The decor inside was also quite subdued. Lucas didn’t bother with lavish trinkets and ornaments except in one room. He’d decorated the drawing room, where he received guests, with fine paintings and delicate sculptures chosen with impeccable taste.


      “You’ve taken up an advisor position to a baron...? What in the world are you scheming this time?”


      When I explained my plans to him, Lucas pressed his fingers to his temples as if trying to mitigate a headache.


      “It vexes me that you’d even suggest that. Compassion moved me to extend a helping hand to this poor boy laden with misfortune and forced to shoulder responsibilities beyond his years. That’s all there is to it.”


      “Is that your idea of a joke?”


      I smiled. “I have other intentions, of course.”


      Lucas’s shoulders slumped as a bitter smile appeared on his face. “I’m going to warn you just in case: While the Hilgardie Barony is a former territory of the kingdom, it now belongs to the empire. For all purposes, its residents are now imperial subjects. You know I have no intention of meddling with your revenge, but if you intend on harming citizens of the empire, I won’t turn a blind eye to it.”


      “You misunderstand me.” Lucas seemed to have assumed I’d sought contact with Baron Hilgardie to get revenge on his people. “I will be using the citizens of the barony, but I don’t intend to bring harm to any of them.”


      “Oh?” Lucas urged me to explain.


      “My goal this time is to strengthen my influence among the imperial nobility.”


      “Your influence? I’d say your influence is already plenty strong. You’re one of the few Special License holders, and Traitre has become one of the biggest firms in the empire. You’re not just well-known among the nobles; even the women of the imperial family are fond of your products.”


      “That’s influence I hold as a merchant. What I want is influence as a noble.”


      “You’ve only figured that out now? If you’d just asked, you would have received a peerage ages ago. You still could.”


      “I believe I’ve told you this already, but I have no intention of becoming a noble of the empire. Nobles have duties they cannot ignore. Besides, authority as a titled noble isn’t what I’m after.”


      “You’d rather borrow Baron Hilgardie’s.”


      “I plan to teach him how to sharpen and use his fangs in exchange.”


      “Didn’t you say you’d ‘only advise him as a merchant’?”


      “Sure, that’s what we’ll tell the world.”


      “But in reality, you’ll act as his guardian.”


      “Exactly. I told Baron Hilgardie I’d act as an advisor to him in my capacity as a merchant, but I do intend on supporting him until he obtains the sort of influence I need.”


      “In other words, none of what you’re planning will harm the empire, correct?”


      “Of course not.”


      Lucas sighed. “All right. I won’t stop you, then. Just as I promised when I helped you flee, I’ll support you with what I can.”


      “Thank you, my lord. While we’re on that topic, I do have a request.”


      “The one you mentioned in your letter?”


      “Yes. I’d like to leave my daughter, Alice, with you for the foreseeable future.”


      Lucas didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he took a sip of his lukewarm tea.


      “I suppose Haldoria still holds influence over the Hilgardie Barony. Bringing Alice there would be like a wyvern choosing to run on the ground.”


      The corners of my lips curled at the comparison. “Having wings yet refusing to fly—a most foolish choice indeed, wouldn’t you agree?”


      Lucas shrugged. “So all I have to do is allow Alice into my home as a guest until you return from the barony?”


      “Well... Not exactly.”


      After that evasive answer, I explained Alice’s wishes to Lucas. When I’d told her she’d be staying with Lucas while I was away, Alice herself had made a request. Lucas found it peculiar, but he agreed nonetheless.




      While I was checking on the branch’s latest developments with Grantz and Stia and telling them how to contact me in the Hilgardie Barony, Barl arrived. He’d passed the baton of his duties to Gazaru in the imperial capital.


      At last, it was time for us to leave for the Hilgardie Barony. I stopped by Lucas’s residence to bid him farewell.


      “You probably don’t need my concern, but do take care,” Lucas said with a strained smile.


      “Thank you,” I replied. I certainly ought to be thankful. The lord of this territory had taken it upon himself to come out to the carriage and see us off in person. When he spoke again, though, I understood Lucas’s current state of mind a lot better.


      “And, um, be careful not to harm the empire in any way.”


      “I wouldn’t. Have I ever wronged the empire in my quest for vengeance?” If anything, the empire and Lucas himself had profited from my actions many times. His distrust was a little frustrating.


      “You haven’t...but I can’t stop myself from worrying when I see how badly Haldoria has suffered at your hands already.”


      I heard the sound of the main gate of the residence opening behind Lucas. When I looked that way, I saw Alice, who’d been staying here with Misha for the past two days already, running toward me.


      “Mama!”


      I thought she’d jump into my arms like she always did, but she suddenly stopped right in front of me. She paused, considering what to do, then she grabbed the hem of her skirt and lifted it a few centimeters while lowering her head.


      “Have a good trip!”


      Alice was clad in a maid outfit, her hair tied in a ponytail using her favorite ribbon. She was wearing the official maid uniform of Lucas’s mansion because she’d be working as a lady-in-training during her time here.


      Entrusting young ladies of petty noble houses to higher-ranking houses was a common practice. They’d work as servants while learning social graces, common scholarly topics, and etiquette.


      “You did well, Alice.”


      She was a little shaky, but it more or less looked like a proper greeting. One of Lucas’s maids must have taught her that yesterday.


      “M-Miss Alice, you mustn’t run!” Misha exclaimed, following after her. She was also in a maid dress and carried Carol on her shoulder.
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      “Big Sister Misha! You have to call me ‘Alice’ during work!” the girl shot back.


      “Huh?!” Alice seemed to want Misha to treat her like a colleague while they were working. Misha glanced at me, feeling awkward, and I nodded, so she complied. “A-Ah... Right... Please don’t run, Alice.”


      She was still being polite to Alice, even if she’d dropped the “Miss,” but Alice didn’t seem to mind that. I’d originally intended for Misha to be Alice’s caretaker while Mireille and I were away, but now Lucas had taken her in as a lady-in-training too.


      “Are you sure you’re fine with this?” Lucas whispered to me. “I might have become a margrave recently, but House Lebrick was originally a viscountial house. We’ve never taken care of ladies-in-training before.”


      I lowered my voice to reply, “Alice isn’t a noble lady, so that doesn’t matter. Just have your servants teach her basic etiquette; that’ll be plenty. She’s becoming more independent these days, and she seems to want to learn new things. That’s all this is.”


      “I see. I don’t have a wife or children yet, so I don’t know much about these things. Are children usually like this?”


      “I’m not all that knowledgeable either. According to what I’ve heard, children her age tend to want to do everything themselves.”


      I hadn’t become a parent the usual way, and my crown princess lessons hadn’t included anything on child-rearing, so I’d been teaching myself through books and conversations with my employees who had children.


      “You have to balance revenge, your businesses, and raising a child, huh? You certainly don’t have it easy,” Lucas said.


      I once again asked him to take good care of Alice and Misha before boarding the carriage. I waved at Alice with a smile through the window and said, “Get the carriage going.”


      “Sure thing.” Barl cracked the whip, and the horses started moving.


      The smile I’d been wearing fell right off my face. Naturally, I’d started gathering information on the Hilgardie Barony before heading there.


      “To think Viscount Van den Haak was reassigned to a land bordering the Hilgardie Barony.”


      “House Van den Haak’s original territory was affluent and close to the center of the kingdom. The kingdom has been hard at work punishing nobles for misconduct, so I imagine this reassignment to a border territory and the demotion of their head’s peerage from count to viscount has to do with that,” Mireille said.


      “That makes sense. They must have failed to find conclusive evidence, or else his punishment would have been worse. How very much like that man. He’s as cowardly as he’s greedy.”


      Count Van den Haak—or rather, Viscount Van den Haak now—was one of Friede’s most fervent supporters. He excelled at manipulating information and had played a key role in dirtying my image among the commoners after Friede had repudiated me.


      “Miss Ellie, here’s the latest report,” Mireille said. She handed me a few pieces of paper.


      “Thank you,” I said. I swiftly read through the materials.


      “So he’s started to get his claws into the people of the Hilgardie Barony.”


      “He’s just manipulating the media so far, but that has started to impact the local administration. Additionally, we’ve been able to confirm several individuals have been traveling back and forth between the Hilgardie Barony and Viscount Van den Haak’s territory.”


      “Spies or agents provocateurs.”


      “Indeed. I have something else to show you too.” Mireille held out a letter. “You’ve received an answer.”


      It was written on high-quality paper with expensive ink, and its seal bore the symbol of the kingdom’s nobility.


      “It appears there won’t be a problem,” I said.


      “Then...”


      “Yes. We must prepare a proper welcome.”


      My lips twisted into a smirk very much unlike the smile I usually showed Alice. It was the grin of a predator ready to pounce on its prey.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Hilgardie Barony


      The Hilgardie Barony was part of the land that had been ceded by the Kingdom of Haldoria to the Yutear Empire as reparations for the counterfeit money incident orchestrated by Friede. It was located on the border and was very close to the Lebrick Margravate—the imperial territory that used to be the closest to Haldoria.


      The road that led from the Lebrick Margravate to the Hilgardie Barony, however, was very poorly maintained, and for an entirely different reason than the highway that connected the imperial capital to Lucas’s territory. It was in rough shape simply because of the fact that the land had belonged to the kingdom until very recently, so anyone coming from the empire had to traverse the wasteland that previously served as a buffer zone between the two powerful nations.


      “I’m starting to see our destination, missy.”


      I looked ahead of us through the window. Under normal circumstances, it took about three days for a carriage to travel from the Lebrick Margravate to the Hilgardie Barony, while a single rider could make the trip in just a day. Our carriage had made the trek in only two days, though.


      “Using your Divine Artifact feels like cheating,” Barl said. “The carriage is so light, since you crammed everything into your grimoire, so the horses have been able to keep going a lot longer.”


      I’d stored most of our luggage in my Grimoire of Mammon, so the carriage was almost empty aside from its passengers.


      “We dealt with the wasteland monsters easily as well, so we’ll arrive ahead of schedule,” Mireille said.


      “That’s good. I’ll be able to keep my promise to Arte,” I replied.


      The walls that surrounded the baronial capital were much lower than those that surrounded Lucas’s capital, and there were far fewer sentinels standing guard by the gate.


      “It certainly doesn’t appear to be a bustling city,” Mireille said.


      “So few guards,” Barl added. “And no one waiting in line to enter the city.”


      “Now that this area has become part of the empire, the number of merchants and travelers coming from the kingdom must have decreased dramatically. Plus, with the road connecting the city to the empire being in such a sorry state, imperial subjects can’t come and go easily either.”


      “Yeah. Makes sense,” Barl said, nodding.


      “At first, the imperial government offered direct support to avoid disrupting the citizens’ lives, but that support ended when House Hilgardie officially gained dominion over the territory,” I said.


      “The former Baron Hilgardie passed away at a very unfortunate time,” Mireille replied.


      House Hilgardie’s current issues had mostly arisen due to a string of bad luck.


      “Indeed. And he died without being able to pass down the advice he’d received from the imperial court to his heir. The imperial government can’t give the appearance of playing favorites, so they haven’t intervened further either.”


      A lord with a territory had to take responsibility for his own land, even if that lord was only a young boy who’d been forced—unprepared—to take charge. There was no running from one’s duties. If Nestart’s house had ruled over that territory for generations, he likely would have had experienced family members to rely on. However, House Hilgardie was a rather recent house, one whose head had been a noble of the robe—a noble without territory—until very recently. Naturally, Nestart had no such experienced kin.


      “That’s why he hired you as his advisor, huh?” Barl said.


      “At first, his sister asked Miss Ellie to educate him as a noble,” Mireille told him.


      “Wow. That’s one reckless move.”


      “What do you mean?” I asked.


      “Exactly what I said. Your background’s just too intense. You’re hiding it, sure, but it’s not like it’s an absolute secret. Anyone can figure out who you are if they just look into it. Don’t they say too strong a medicine can turn into poison?”


      “That’s fair... Anyhow, that is precisely why I’ll only be advising him as a merchant—on the surface at least.”


      If I got serious, I could destroy Nestart’s current personality and rebuild him into a tool who’d serve me. As that thought crossed my mind, I found myself gazing out the window. My eyes loosely focused on the guards who gestured with their spears for us to stop the carriage.


      ◆


      Every day was just like the previous one—a total bore. Ryan guarded the gate of this city, just like his father, his grandfather, and his great-grandfather had before him. Today, too, he stood at the foot of the gate, faithfully carrying out his stable, yet utterly dull job to the letter.


      “I’m so bored,” André, his colleague, said.


      “It’s good for guards to be bored.”


      “Sure, I guess us having nothing to do means nothing bad’s happening. But part of our job is letting people through. If no one’s coming, that means the city’s doing horribly, don’t you think? The economy, I mean.”


      “Where did you hear that? You’re too dumb to have thought of that yourself.”


      “Hey, stop treating me like an idiot! But yeah, it was Ted.”


      “Ted? That guy from the Merchants’ Guild?”


      When the city had joined the empire, Ted had arrived to assist the guild master of the Merchants’ Guild.


      “Yeah, I ran into him at the tavern the other day.”


      “You know, when they said that our territory would be sold off to the empire, I really panicked. In the end, nothing much changed.”


      “I heard some highborn lord messed up big time, and that’s why we ended up part of the empire. At first, the rumors had me worried too. People said we’d all be sold into slavery or worse.”


      “The only thing that did change is that no one comes here anymore.”


      “I mean, it makes sense. Because we’re not part of the kingdom anymore, there’s a huge checkpoint between them and us now. Who’d go through the trouble of getting permission to cross the border and paying a heavy toll just to come to some random territory with nothing in it?”


      “And to get here from the empire side, you’ve gotta cross the wasteland.”


      Neither Ryan nor André had left the city since it had become imperial territory, so they’d never actually ventured into the wasteland. According to the very, very few merchants and adventurers who had made the trip, the monsters that dwelled there were so strong that you were unlikely to get through unscathed unless you had a veteran adventurer party as protection.


      “I’m scared for the future of our city. It’s not like we can rely on our new lord to save it...”


      “Baron Hilga-something? He rounded up the soldiers to make a little speech recently. He’s just a kid, even younger than my daughter.”


      Ryan and André felt bad for their little lord who’d lost his father at such a young age. But that didn’t mean they approved of an unreliable kid ruling over them.


      “He hasn’t caused any big issues yet, but I’m still worried.”


      Suddenly, the two guards noticed a carriage approaching.


      “Oh! A carriage from the empire? It’s not every day we get one.”


      “Doesn’t it look a little too fancy for an adventurer’s carriage? Do you think it belongs to a merchant?”


      “But there are no guards.”


      The men were confused, but they still had to do their job.


      “Halt!” Ryan exclaimed. He pointed the spear he was holding in his left hand at the palm of his right hand, which was the signal for a carriage to stop.


      The man holding the reins noticed and slowed down until the carriage came to a full stop. Ryan and André approached. The coachman wore fine clothes, but they did little to conceal his rough aura.


      “Are you merchants?” Ryan asked.


      “Huh? Yeah, I guess we are. We aren’t here for business, though. Baron Hilgardie summoned us,” the man replied.


      He turned around and reached through the window to grab a letter from someone inside the carriage, then he gave it to Ryan. The guard checked it and thought that he vaguely recognized the seal affixed to it.


      “I’ll confirm with my commanding officer, so please wait here,” Ryan said.


      “Sure,” the man answered.


      Making decisions on matters that involved the nobility was far above Ryan and André’s pay grade, so Ryan ran to the guard station to ask his superior what to do.


      “Commander! There’s a merchant with a letter from the lord at the gate!”


      “Ah, they must be the people from Traitre. I heard they’d be arriving soon. I’ll deal with them, so you and André can go back to doing your regular tasks.”


      “Understood!”


      Ryan called for André, and the two of them returned to the foot of the gate to stand guard.


      “So, what’s the deal with that carriage?” André asked.


      “The commander said they’re from Traitre.”


      “Traitre? I’ve never heard of them. Is that a famous company in the empire?”


      “Probably not. If the lord of such a tiny territory can summon them, it’s probably some small business. These people didn’t even have guards.”


      “You’re right. I just hope our lord isn’t planning to waste money for no reason.”


      The commander finished checking the visitors’ identifications, and the carriage rolled past Ryan and André into the city.


      ◇


      There was nothing noteworthy about the streets of the Hilgardie Barony’s capital. It looked like any other rural city. The main avenue was decently maintained, but it wasn’t even paved.


      “There are hardly any people here,” Mireille said, looking outside.


      “With the ties between the barony and the kingdom weakening and imperial support having ended, I don’t imagine much trade happens here,” I said. “The city’s own industries probably aren’t doing any better. At this rate, all that awaits is isolation and complete economic collapse.”


      “If it gets to that point, Baron Hilgardie will...”


      “He’ll be stripped of his peerage, and the emperor will give the land to another house,” I finished for her.


      That was what imperial law stated. With no reliable backers, House Hilgardie wouldn’t be able to do anything to prevent this.


      “We’re here, missy.”


      The city wasn’t particularly big, so we’d reached the lord’s residence in no time. The Hilgardies’ manor wasn’t any larger than my personal residence in the imperial capital, but it wasn’t necessarily small either. It was perfectly average for a low-ranking nobleman’s mansion in the countryside.


      Barl showed Nestart’s guard the same letter he’d presented at the gate, and we swiftly gained entry. He stopped the carriage in front of the mansion, and the moment Mireille and I disembarked, a butler who appeared to be around sixty years old opened the door. His timing was perfect, but that was only natural. In all likelihood, he’d received notice when we’d entered the city, so he must have been awaiting our arrival. That thoughtfulness told me he’d been serving nobles for a long time.


      “You must be Miss Ellie of Traitre. We were expecting you. My name is Abel, and I’m the butler of House Hilgardie. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


      “Likewise. I’m Ellie Leis, the chair of Traitre. This is Mireille, one of my employees, and this is Barl, my coachman and bodyguard.”


      Mireille and Barl bowed their heads as I introduced them. This man was a butler and we were the lord’s guests, so we technically ranked higher, but it wouldn’t do to look down on him.


      “My lord awaits. If you’d please follow me.” After ordering a servant to show Barl where to park the carriage, Abel led Mireille and me into the mansion.


      It was a rather frugal house for a nobleman, with barely any paintings, vases, or sculptures decorating the halls. This would present an issue when conducting negotiations with other nobles and merchants. Such ornaments were an important parameter that allowed people to gauge a noble’s financial power at a glance.


      “This way, please.” Abel furrowed his brow before opening the door of the drawing room. Nestart and Arte were waiting inside.


      “It’s been a while, Miss Ellie,” Nestart said without delay. He stood up and extended his hand.


      “It certainly has, Lord Nestart, Lady Arte,” I replied, shaking his hand.


      As soon as we all sat down, Arte bowed to me. “Miss Ellie, thank you so much for coming all this way.”


      “Don’t mention it. Lord Nestart hired me to serve as his advisor, after all.” Mireille took out a piece of paper and handed it to me. I put it down on the table and continued. “I’ve taken the liberty of drawing up a contract for the role. It details my remuneration, the length of my employment, the way my expenses are to be handled while I remain here, and the scope of the guidance I can provide. Please sign it.”


      “All right.” Nestart quickly read through the document, signed it, and returned it to me.


      “Now that the contract is settled, let’s jump straight to business. I have some harsh but honest advice for you concerning the way you receive merchants.”


      “Huh?”


      “You and Lady Arte were already in the drawing room when we arrived, were you not?”


      “Y-Yes.”


      “Unless you’re expecting a noble who ranks higher than you do, you must never wait in the drawing room for your guests, especially not for someone like me—a mere merchant who hasn’t even scheduled an appointment. In such a case, you should have made me wait for you for thirty minutes to an hour before appearing. Didn’t your butler advise you to do so?”


      Abel clearly looked dissatisfied with the way his master had handled our interaction, so I assumed he’d given Nestart advice only for him to ignore it.


      “That’s...um... Yes, he did, but considering your background, I thought it was only natural that I wait...”


      “I’m a merchant at this time. My firm might be large, but I remain a merchant and you a nobleman. You must not humble yourself in front of me.”


      “Yes...” Nestart replied meekly. He seemed down, but I wasn’t done with him.


      “That’s not even the worst thing you’ve done since I arrived,” I said. I picked up the piece of paper on the table and handed it to Nestart. “Read this again, please. Properly, this time.”


      Nestart reexamined the document. “Wh-What?!”


      On top of the conditions we’d agreed to previously, the contract stated that fifteen years after the end date of my employment period—or immediately, in the event of Nestart’s death—forty percent of the Hilgardies’ assets would pass to Traitre. Moreover, it named me Nestart’s proxy to collect all taxes owed to House Hilgardie and stated that only Traitre had the right to sell or buy land belonging to House Hilgardie.


      “You listened to what I said out loud but neglected to read the actual content of the contract. Have faith in the saint but never forget to check the dice, as the proverb goes. You’ve made a fatal mistake, Lord Nestart. Even if you trust the person you’re dealing with, you must absolutely study any document extensively before signing it.”


      “Miss Leis! You’re going too far!” Abel shouted.


      He was right to panic. With this document, I could take over House Hilgardie. I’d gone way too far for a simple advisor, but I believed that what House Hilgardie wanted from me wasn’t just some basic etiquette lessons.


      “Lord Nestart is a child, but he’s still getting a late start compared to other noble children his age. He has no time for coddling. Lessons stick better if they’re accompanied by pain.”


      Nestart’s face grew as white as a sheet as he stared at the contract. I brushed a finger against the paper, and it froze and shattered.
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      “We’ll continue having more practical lessons until you learn how to properly deal with merchants and nobles,” I said.


      I had no right to involve myself in House Hilgardie’s finances as a mere advisor, but I also had no intention of going easy on Nestart when it came to educating him. I’d forge him into a proper noble and would stop only just short of breaking him.


      I let him know as much before presenting him with another contract.


      ◆


      A few days had already gone by since Ellie had left for the Hilgardie Barony. Alice woke up early and changed into her maid uniform. Then, she and Misha went to the kitchen to help out. Misha expertly peeled potatoes with a knife while Alice cut onions, her eyes wet with tears.


      “Miss—I mean, Alice, are you all right?”


      “I’m okay,” the little girl answered resolutely despite her red eyes.


      Misha hesitated for a moment but didn’t help her. Alice herself had forbidden it, so Misha turned her attention back to the potatoes. Once the preparations for breakfast were complete, Alice and Misha joined the rest of the servants of Lucas’s estate for their first meal of the day. After that, it was time for them to clean the mansion with the other maids. At first, Misha and Alice just copied what they saw the other maids doing, but when the others started teaching them, they learned the job remarkably fast. The younger maids felt as though they’d suddenly gained two adorable little sisters, and they doted on Misha and Alice.


      “Hmm. I feared that they’d have trouble adapting, but it looks like I worried over nothing,” Lucas whispered to himself as he watched Alice and Misha happily chatting during their break with a group of maids who were barely older than them.


      He’d come to check on the girls a little after noon, but he didn’t like the idea of bothering them during their break so he simply gazed at them from afar. Misha’s ears twitched, and she glanced at him before nodding. She seemed to have understood his intentions.


      “She noticed me at this distance? Miss Ellie sure knows how to surround herself with talent. I heard that girl was just her attendant.”


      Taken aback by Misha’s sharp senses, Lucas returned the nod and left.




      After their break, it was time for Alice’s studies. During her stay at Lucas’s residence, Alice was to work as a servant and study. The same went for Misha. The lessons covered a wide array of topics, but today they’d be learning good manners.


      “Now then, Miss Alice, Miss Misha, please give it a try,” the old waiting maid said.


      This woman was responsible for training young waiting maids and regular maids, and the first lesson she’d given Misha and Alice was in how to greet people. One couldn’t greet everyone the same way. A variety of factors determined the proper greeting, like whether the other person was a noble, a merchant, or a servant of a higher, lower, or similar rank, and whether one wanted to keep their distance from them or become friends.


      “Aaah!” Alice exclaimed, almost tumbling down.


      “Miss Alice, your form is off. You have to maintain the position until I tell you to stop.”


      Perhaps because she lacked muscle tone, Alice had a hard time staying in position. Misha, on the other hand, had no problems performing greetings. Mireille had drilled basic etiquette into her after Ellie had bought her.


      “Let’s take a short break. Miss Alice, you must build some stamina. Miss Misha, you look a little stiff sometimes, but there are no issues with your grasp of etiquette. The more you practice, the more natural the motion will appear.”


      “Thank you. To be honest, I’m a little surprised that I remember all of this so well.” Misha had spent most of her time training for battle recently, so she was worried she might have forgotten all the rest. She was relieved to find that wasn’t the case.


      “Once you learn something properly, you won’t forget it,” the old woman said. “You must have learned diligently, Miss Misha.”


      “I did.”


      Misha hadn’t realized it at the time, but Mireille had taught her everything she needed to know to stand by Ellie’s side. In other words, her grasp of etiquette was good enough for her to work in a royal or imperial court. Some awkwardness remained, but Mireille had deemed the way Misha carried herself good enough for her to meet eminent nobles.


      After praising Misha and telling her what to improve on, the waiting maid turned to Alice.


      “Your body is still having trouble making the movements, but you’re a fast learner. All that’s left is for you to train so that your body will be able to pull off the motions you envision in your head.”


      “I understand!”


      “All right, now I’ll teach you how to greet others as a lady. Copy me... Yes, perfect! Now, hold for twenty seconds.”


      A few maids passing by stole quick looks at the scene. They all had learned from the same teacher when they’d first started working here, and they smiled as they watched Alice tremble while trying to hold the pose.


      ◇


      The sound of wooden swords clashing echoed through the courtyard of the Hilgardie residence as I faced off against Nestart. I lowered the point of my sword and loosely held it in front of me. Nestart raised his and slashed at me.


      “Your left arm went up again. That’s a bad habit. You’re creating more blind spots for yourself.”


      I exploited the blind spot he’d created to drive my sword into his side. I was holding back quite a bit, so my strike shouldn’t have hurt too much. I turned my wrist and followed up with a blow to the chest, making Nestart expel the air from his lungs and collapse to the ground. I struck a third time, not showing him any mercy just because he’d fallen.


      “Even if you get hurt, you cannot stand still in the middle of a fight. And even after falling, you must move.”


      I struck again, but this time Nestart managed to stick his sword in between his body and mine to block. He utilized the momentum of my attack to roll backward and put some distance between the two of us before standing up and assuming a fighting stance once more.


      “Let’s take a little break. That last move was good.”


      “All right! Thank you!”


      The boy was covered in mud, and Abel rushed to his lord, a towel in hand. “Young master! Are you hurt?!”


      “Just a few scratches.”


      “My goodness! Please allow me to treat you at once! Miss Leis, my lord is still young. Please show more restraint!”


      “Mr. Abel, Lord Nestart is the head of a noble house. He needs to learn the bare minimum as quickly as possible so he can defend himself if the need arises.”


      “He has guards! How could there possibly be a need for him to hold a sword personally?”


      “There’s always a need,” I retorted. “It doesn’t matter how many guards he parades around; attacks get messy. If he can parry a couple of blows himself, that buys time for his guards to reach him. This training directly impacts his chances of survival, especially in a territory like this where there’s a big divide between the lord and his people. There’s no such thing as being too careful with one’s life.”


      “But—” Abel knew I was right, but he couldn’t bear to watch the young Nestart go through so much pain. He tried to argue once more, but Nestart himself stopped him.


      “I’m fine, Abel. Thank you for worrying about me, but I asked Miss Ellie to train me. I’d never do something as shameful as throwing in the towel halfway through.”


      “Young master...”


      “I’ve always wanted to be stronger—physically, financially, and as a nobleman. I’ve always desired the strength to protect my loved ones and my people. And now, I finally know how to obtain it.” He wiped the mud from his face and looked at Abel with determination. “So please, just watch over me, Abel. I’m not a little child you need to protect anymore. Help me grow into a man who can protect others.”


      “Young master... No...my lord... You’ve grown so much,” Abel sobbed, moved.


      Nestart patted his trembling shoulders. At that moment, the boy looked a lot bigger and older than he usually did.


      Normally, I’d allocated the time after sword practice to studying, but I’d adjusted our schedule today so we could go into the city. In order to resolve the local issues, we first needed a clear grasp of what they were.


      “I will not do the work for you,” I said. “You must find the problems yourself, Lord Nestart. I’ll give you advice, of course, but you’ll be the one fixing the issues you discover.”


      “I understand. Are you sure that we should be dressed like this, though? Wouldn’t it be better for us to wear the garb of regular commoners if we want them to talk to us?”


      Nestart and I were dressed like the son and daughter of a rich merchant family. Everyone would be able to tell at a glance that we were wealthy.


      “We might not be able to put ourselves in the shoes of average citizens, but wearing rags wouldn’t do much in that regard either,” I said. Nestart blinked at me, surprised, but I continued my explanation. “The way you speak betrays your good upbringing, Lord Nestart. And that’s not all; there is much your people can deduce from the way you stand or even the way you open doors. This is the most you can lower your status without looking ridiculously out of place.”


      “I see. I had no idea. There’s still so much that I don’t know about my own people...”


      “That is exactly why we’re heading out—so you’ll learn more.”


      After slipping out the back door that servants used, Nestart and I walked toward the market. I’d told him it would only be the two of us to avoid standing out, but Barl was following us discreetly. His job was to keep an eye out for anyone who reacted unnaturally to Nestart’s presence. Even a tiny city like this one would have an underworld. If its leaders were the sort to commit necessary evils, I’d turn a blind eye. If they got in my way, however...


      “Let’s have a cup of tea over there, Nes.”


      “Okay, Big Sister Ellie.”


      For the duration of this outing, we’d be playing the part of a pair of siblings visiting the city with their merchant parents.


      We entered the small teahouse and ordered tea and some baked goods before sitting down in front of a window that looked out on the street. There was plenty to learn from observing the people passing by. For instance, the man who’d just come out of the Merchants’ Guild with a grim expression and was now looking around desperately was clearly unemployed. The Merchants’ Guild hadn’t found him a job, which could signify one of two things: either he was problematic, or there were no jobs available. I also saw a woman trying to negotiate in front of a shop. She seemed to be trying to exchange a handmade object for food. Did she not know where to sell her crafts for cash, or did firms not purchase from individuals around here?


      “So? Have you noticed anything?” I asked Nestart.


      “I’m not sure how to put it... It feels dead around here. The atmosphere is gloomy compared to the capital.”


      Although he couldn’t pinpoint anything specific, he’d still been able to sense that something was off. That deserved a passing grade.


      “Thank you for your patience,” our waiter said, placing our order in front of us.


      I immediately noticed that the tea leaves were a little old, and there was much less honey on the cakes than there should have been for the price we’d paid.


      Nestart seemed to have noticed this too. “There really aren’t enough goods entering the city...right?”


      “With fewer merchants visiting, some goods, especially luxury items, seem to be in short supply. Prices have begun to rise accordingly. Do you know what happens when you neglect such a trend?”


      “The price of essential goods such as salt and wheat rises too. People start buying in bulk to ensure they have what they need, and the economy comes to a standstill.”


      “That’s correct, and that’s the future that awaits this city before long. Tell me, Nes, if you were the lord of this land, what could you do to prevent it?”


      “Money has to circulate, so...I’d attract merchants from other territories.”


      “You’d just be treating the symptoms, not the cause. The money you could use to lure in those merchants is limited. How about a plan for long-term improvement?”


      “I’d solve this territory’s access problem and develop a product that merchants would be interested in. How about that?”


      “That’s a decent idea, but not an easy one to implement. It would take time too.”


      I listened to a few more of Nestart’s ideas and evaluated them all. Then, we left the teahouse and headed to the market. As we walked, we checked the current prices of various items. Sure enough, luxury goods had already started getting expensive.


      “The prices of wheat and salt haven’t gone up yet,” Nestart said.


      “Indeed. You must act before they do.”


      “I’m so frustrated... I’ve tried making deals with nobles and merchants to improve the situation, but they’ve all fallen through. I couldn’t even figure out what was wrong with my territory...”


      “You’ve started taking notice, and you’re making efforts to do better. That’s worthy of praise. If your joint undertaking with Marquess Hephaest bears fruit, this territory will fare better. That’s something you accomplished, so you should keep trying with pride.”


      Nestart was the type of person to easily let negative thoughts overwhelm him, so I looked him in the eye and advised him to have more confidence in himself. He stared into my eyes for a while without speaking a word until his cheeks flushed and he looked away.


      “W-Walking for that long made me thirsty. I’ll go buy us drinks over there!” he exclaimed before trotting away to a stall selling fruit-infused water.


      I leaned against the wall, next to a corner.


      “What a bad woman you are, playing with the heart of a pure little boy,” a voice said from the dark back alley.


      “Boys that age tend to admire any older woman with whom they cross paths,” I replied without looking at Barl. “Anyway, did you find anything?”


      “Quite a few people have realized who he is. Most are good folks who know their place, but a few stand out.”


      “In other words...”


      “Yup. You were right, missy.”


      “I see. You’re in charge of investigating, then. Contact me again when everything is ready.”


      “Got it.”


      Barl’s presence disappeared just as Nestart returned.


      “Sorry for the wait, Big Sister Ellie.”


      I smiled cheerfully, making sure not to give any signs that I’d just discussed such a sinister topic with Barl. I thanked the boy and accepted the glass of fruit water he’d brought me.


      I drew complex figures with a piece of chalk on the blackboard I’d set up in one of the rooms of Nestart’s residence. Today, I was teaching him and his sister about magic—or rather, answering the questions they had about it. Nestart had taken the initiative to ask me about magic, so I’d made some extra time for him.


      “This is a basic magic formula,” I said. “If you add an attribute and a conversion formula to it, you can activate a spell. It might look complicated, but most mages follow these intricate formulas unconsciously using their mana. Now, I have a question for the two of you. Do you know what the starting point of this circle represents?” I pointed at a specific spot on the board.


      “Um... The caster’s perception of the spell?” Arte replied, looking at her notes.


      “Yes, that’s correct.”


      I added a few more drawings to the board, completing the basic formula. “This is the formula for a fire attribute offensive spell, Fire Ball. In this case, it’s based on the caster’s perception of fire.”


      “The caster’s perception of fire? What does that mean? Fire is just fire,” Nestart said.


      “To put it more simply, we could say that it’s the caster’s mental image of the concept of fire. Does the mage picture fire as the small flame of a candle, or do they visualize a destructive inferno bursting out of a volcano? The answer to that question has a dramatic impact on the power of the spell. Your perception also matters greatly when you’re dealing with magic contracts.”


      I led Nestart and Arte to the center of the room, where I had drawn a circle with a diameter of roughly one meter on the carpet. I asked Arte to stand inside it.


      “Let’s assume you’ve signed a magic contract—a common occurrence for nobles. The contract stipulates that you cannot bring anything that doesn’t belong to you outside this circle.”


      Mireille went over to a corner of the room, where she’d prepared a basket. She took out an apple and gave it to Arte.


      “Mireille bought this apple at the market this morning,” I said. “Now, Nestart, tell me, can Lady Arte take the apple out of the circle?”


      “No, she can’t.”


      “Why is that?”


      “Because the contract says she can’t bring items that don’t belong to her outside the circle. The apple belongs to Miss Mireille, so she can’t take it out.”


      “What if Mireille were to transfer ownership of the apple to Lady Arte?” I asked.


      “Then the apple would belong to her, and she could take it out.”


      “A fair answer. Now here’s another question for the two of you to consider: How does the magic contract know that the apple now belongs to Lady Arte?”


      “Huh?”


      “Well, um...”


      They fell silent, pondering the difficult question.


      “This is why perception matters. If Mireille told Lady Arte that she was transferring ownership of the apple to her, Lady Arte’s perception of the apple would be altered. She’d see it as hers and would therefore be able to bring it out of the circle.”


      Nestart seemed convinced by my explanation, but Arte tilted her head to the side, confused. “I see the logic, but I’m not sure I really understand the difference it makes. I’m not saying there’s no use in understanding how contracts work, of course, but as long as one pays close attention to the terms of the contract itself, everything should be fine, right?”


      Arte had resigned from her job as an investigator rather recently. She used to work for the Merchants’ Guild, and she’d seen her fair share of magic contracts. She seemed to believe they were absolute.


      “Allow me to frame things differently, Lady Arte. What if we were in the kitchen and there was an apple lying on the counter? This is the Hilgardie residence, so naturally, the ingredients in the kitchen should belong to House Hilgardie. You are a member of House Hilgardie. In other words, you could bring the apple out of the circle...unaware of the fact that this one specific apple actually belonged to Mireille.”


      Nestart and Arte gasped.


      “Now, imagine the apple is lying on the ground with no one around. Some people would say that the original owner of the apple lost ownership over it the moment they dropped it—finders keepers. Others believe that if they kill someone they can take their belongings for themselves. Differences in perception are the cause of most issues with magic contracts.”


      “I think I understand now,” Arte said. “The contract relies on each person’s perception of it, so you could break the rules without even meaning to.”


      “Exactly, and that’s not all. Let’s go back to our previous example. You take the apple out of the kitchen. Mireille later sees you with it and informs you that it was hers all along. What happens next?”


      “Well...” Arte said, hesitating.


      Nestart jumped in. “My sister brought the apple out of the circle because she thought it was hers. However, she later learned that her perception was wrong. The apple is out of the circle, and she’s now aware that she’s committed a breach of contract, so I think she would suffer the punishment stipulated in the contract.”


      I shook my head. “Wrong. Nothing happens; that’s the correct answer.”


      “Huh?! Really?!”


      “Punishments do not occur at random times, nor are they constantly in effect. The magic contract gave its verdict the moment Lady Arte stepped out of the circle. At that time, she thought the apple was hers and thus didn’t violate the rule.”


      They brooded over what I’d just said with gloomy expressions. They were nobles, so they’d likely signed magic contracts before, and they certainly would need to sign many more in the future.


      “The takeaway is this: Make sure that you and the other party have the same understanding of the rules of a contract before signing anything.”


      I ended the lesson there. It was almost time for Nestart and Arte to return to their duties. Abel would arrive to escort them any minute.




      After Nestart and Arte followed Abel to their office, Mireille and I returned to the room that they’d given me for my own work. I had to check some documents.


      “Miss Ellie, are you sure you should have shared all of that with them? You found that information in forbidden documents from the era of the Old Kingdom, and none of it is public knowledge. It might spread now that the Hilgardies know about it too.”


      “It’s fine. Researchers on the Northern Continent have made a lot of progress on this topic. It’s only a matter of time before they publish the results and everyone learns of it. If anything, now is the time to sell this information while it’s still valuable.”


      Mireille nodded. “That makes sense. Still, I feel like you’ve picked quite the roundabout method. If you want to revive the barony’s economy, wouldn’t it be quicker and easier to simply install a Traitre branch in the region?”


      “I’m just an advisor. I gave them this lesson on magic because they asked me to. The same goes for everything else—it must come from Lord Nestart and Lady Arte. I have no intention of suggesting anything or pushing them to make certain decisions.”


      Well, I might nudge them in the right direction every now and then.


      “Did something happen, Mireille? You’re surprisingly eager to intervene this time,” I added.


      “I’m sorry.”


      “I wasn’t criticizing you. Anyway, I’ve decided not to make any bold moves myself. Regardless of the choices that Lord Nestart makes, my focus will remain on growing my influence through them.”


      “I’m aware. It’s just that I can’t help but remember my past when I look at him.”


      Her past... Mireille was referring to the time when she’d still been a noblewoman herself. I hadn’t ever made the connection before, but I now realized that the Hilgardies had a few things in common with Mireille’s family. They were low-ranking nobles who struggled to manage their land. Mireille’s family had ended up failing, so I could see why this matter hit close to home. I couldn’t blame her for losing her usual composure.


      “Anyhow, now isn’t the time to make a move,” I said. “We must lie low and sharpen our blades. Our chance to strike will come soon enough.”


      A tiny white bird flew through the open window and landed on my finger. It was one of my saint birds. It flew away as soon as I removed the message attached to its leg.


      “News from the imperial capital?” Mireille asked.


      “Yes.” I quickly read through the note that Gazaru, who’d taken over Barl’s duties in the capital, had sent me. “There’s been a new development.”


      There was one more prey for me to hunt down.


      ◆


      Nestart was thankful for his current circumstances. He’d been forced to walk an arduous path following the death of his parents, but now he’d been blessed with a wonderful teacher thanks to his sister. He knew that Ellie had goals of her own and that she intended to use House Hilgardie in some way. In fact, Ellie herself had made sure he’d understood that. Ellie was smart, and if she’d wanted to manipulate him and Arte while keeping them unaware, she could have achieved that easily. That was how big the gap was between their strategic acumen and Ellie’s. Or perhaps it was more accurate to call it the gap in their merit as nobles.


      Nestart’s eyes wandered as he watched Abel walk away to fulfill his other duties. Arte noticed how distracted her little brother was, and she turned to him, concerned.


      “Are you okay?”


      “Huh? Oh, yes, I’m fine. I’m just a little tired.”


      “I can see why. You train and study so diligently every day on top of your official duties. I know it’s hard, but let’s both do our best and keep at it. We should learn everything we can from Miss Ellie. It’ll put us in a much better position for the future.”


      “I agree. Miss Ellie is strict, but that’s exactly why I can feel myself making progress. I’ve started believing that I can survive as a nobleman thanks to her. We’re asking her things we shouldn’t ask of a merchant, and it’s not like she’s giving us all of the answers straightaway, but she’s teaching us how to find those answers for ourselves. I know how important that is, and I’m genuinely grateful, even if we’re just dancing in the palm of her hand.”


      “You’ve noticed too, Nes.”


      “She made sure that we both did. I’m assuming this is another one of her ‘practical sessions.’ She’s waiting to see how much we can figure out, and how we react.”


      Arte and Nestart exchanged nervous smiles. Ellie’s harsh methods sure contrasted with her beautiful face.


      “But first of all, I need to figure out the issues with the barony so we can fix them,” Nestart added.


      “That’s true. Do you think we should try asking Miss Ellie for advice directly?”


      “She won’t tell us. It won’t mean anything unless I can find them myself.”


      Nestart opened the door to his office and entered. Atop his desk sat piles of documents. The desk itself was in pristine condition. The young lord had always used it with great care, as it had been his father’s favorite desk. The late baron had brought it with him when House Hilgardie had received this new territory.


      Abel had neatly arranged the documents and letters. Nestart sat down and pulled the most urgent pile toward him. The contents included letters from fellow nobles, petitions from his people, reports from the guards, and a variety of other matters.


      Suddenly, Nestart let out a gasp. He frowned as he looked at the seal on the first letter he’d picked up. It was the last thing he wanted to look at.


      “What’s wrong?” Arte asked.


      “Nothing, sister,” he replied.


      Arte had been in the middle of brewing tea. She’d turned around, intrigued by Nestart’s reaction, but he’d already hidden the letter. It was from Count Elkrinde, the lord of a nearby territory.


      As soon as Arte turned her attention back to the tea, Nestart crammed the letter into a drawer without so much as opening it. He already knew what it was about. House Elkrinde had a long history in the region, and its count boasted as much influence as Margrave Lebrick, the newcomer on the rise. When Nestart had lost his parents and had suddenly found himself a lord, Count Elkrinde had offered his support. He probably should have accepted the offer, but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to for several reasons.


      “Why the long face? You’re that tired?” Arte asked.


      “I’m fine... No, I suppose you’re right, I am tired. I’m sorry, but could I trouble you for something sweet with my tea, sister?”


      “It’s not often you ask for something like that. But of course, don’t worry. I’ll go ask the kitchen for you.”


      “Thank you.”


      Arte headed to the kitchen, and Nestart fished the letter out of the drawer. The contents were exactly what he’d expected, only worded slightly differently from last time. Count Elkrinde wanted to offer his support, but he was a noble and couldn’t very well do so for free. The compensation he asked for was Nestart’s sister. If Nestart consented to the match, the count would gladly throw his weight behind House Hilgardie.


      It wasn’t a particularly strange request. Nobles commonly arranged political matches to secure the support of other houses, and Count Elkrinde had yet to turn forty. He was quite a few years older than Arte, but it wasn’t as if he were old enough to be her grandfather.


      “Still, it can’t be him... Anyone but him...” Nestart whispered to himself.


      Some people suspected that Count Elkrinde had something to do with the death of Nestart and Arte’s father, the previous baron. Although there was no proof, Nestart was sure it was true.


      “I can’t tell anyone...”


      If he voiced these thoughts out loud, House Hilgardie and House Elkrinde would come into conflict. Nestart was a newcomer who had yet to forge a relationship of mutual trust with his people, while Count Elkrinde was a well-established, shrewd man. He wouldn’t need to employ force. Simply applying a bit of economic pressure would be enough to make the barony crumble. Maybe he wouldn’t even need to go that far—a couple of rumors could do the trick. The only reason the count had yet to put more pressure on Nestart was probably that he didn’t take him seriously. Or perhaps he was convinced that Nestart would come begging for help if he just waited for a while.


      “Maybe it’s both,” Nestart mused.


      He hid the letter away again just as Arte returned with a maid pushing a cart with tea and cake.


      “What’s wrong, Nes? That’s one scary expression you have on.” Her eyes filled with worry.


      “I’ve just realized how lacking I am all over again,” Nestart said, distracting Arte with a petition from the people of the barony.


      Arte smiled to reassure him. “Let’s take a little break before you continue working.”


      ◇


      Nestart had given me one of the finest guest rooms in the Hilgardie residence. He’d had similar rooms prepared for Mireille and Barl, but Mireille had refused, saying that she was just fine in the small room for servants connected to mine. Barl had pretended that the work I’d given him would be a hassle to do from a nobleman’s house, and he’d taken up residence in an inn instead.


      “Miss Ellie, about the message you received earlier...”


      “It was from Gazaru,” I said. “Lotton Flywok has made a move.”


      “He has?”


      “He’s been gathering alchemy ingredients in secret and delivering them to Count Elkrinde.”


      “Count Elkrinde? The neighboring lord?”


      “Lotton manages inns and hotels all over the empire, but he shouldn’t have any business dabbling in alchemy. And yet he’s been sinking quite a bit of money into acquiring ingredients.”


      “That’s suspicious.”


      “He has a history of snooping around me, and now he has secret dealings with the lord of the neighboring territory while I’m here. I won’t make the mistake of assuming it’s just a coincidence. I made the right call not to bring Alice and the others along.”


      “Absolutely. We’ll have to handle nobles this time. It’s nothing like dealing with monsters or criminals.”


      “Especially since I can’t rely on the authority that comes with being part of a ducal house anymore. I’m defenseless. I wouldn’t be able to protect Alice and the others from nobles.” Not to mention that I had another enemy to worry about. “Tell me, Mireille, has Barl reached out yet?”


      “Yes. He contacted me this morning while I was at the market.”


      While Mireille had been shopping for apples, Barl had slipped a message into her basket. Afterward, they’d met up at the address he’d written on it.


      “According to Barl’s investigation, your predictions were spot-on. Some of the people who took notice of your outing with Lord Nestart included spies from the kingdom. Their mission seems to be to gather information and manipulate public opinion to prevent the Hilgardies from winning over the people. Barl is in the process of approaching the Haldorian agents through the underworld of the city.”


      Barl seemed to be doing just fine.


      It was possible that these spies had come here on Adel’s or Roselia’s orders, but I had an inkling that wasn’t the case. It felt a lot more personal.


      “They’re most likely Van den Haak’s,” I whispered.


      Viscount Van den Haak was a relative of the lord who used to rule over this territory when it was still part of Haldoria. He had deep ties to this land.


      “Wilson van den Haak?” Mireille’s expression darkened.


      Wilson van den Haak, the head of House Van den Haak, was a coward, but he was good at manipulating information. He was the one who’d helped Friede paint me as a wicked villainess in the eyes of the Haldorian people. That feat had earned him a high position in the faction that supported Friede, which he’d kept to this day.


      I nodded. “I don’t know why that man is sending spies to this territory, though.”


      “He might be after you.”


      “I doubt he knows I’m in the empire. My brother might be infuriating, but he isn’t stupid enough to allow the likes of Van den Haak to see through him.”


      My older brother, Eiwass Leiston, had told me he’d concealed the fact that I now lived in the empire as Ellie Leis. He’d decided, perhaps on a whim, to serve Adel, so I most likely didn’t have to worry about that piece of information reaching factions at odds with hers.


      “Mireille, send a message to Barl. I want him to confirm who those spies belong to and find out what they’re after. Have Gazaru look into Lotton’s surroundings too. Tell him to pay close attention to any dealings that have nothing to do with his hotel business. If he’s meeting with alchemists or craftsmen, I want to know. Of course, warn him not to get too close. His target is the famed Clairvoyant, after all.”


      “Understood, miss. I’ll see to it immediately.”


      Mireille left the room to send those messages, and I took out a map I’d prepared from my Grimoire of Mammon and spread it across my desk. It had notes next to every river that flowed through or near the Hilgardie Barony in anticipation of Nestart’s plan to develop river transportation.


      “I’d like to get started with this soon,” I whispered to myself. I’d focused on improving Nestarts’s basic skills so far, but he’d already signed a contract with Marquess Hephaest. It wouldn’t do to make the marquess wait for too long. “I’ll review the geography of the region with them during study time tomorrow so they can polish their plans. Thankfully, Lord Nestart and Lady Arte are both bright. If I nudge them in the right direction, they should be able to finalize a decent proposal. The only issue is...” I let my finger run over the map and stopped on a certain territory. “This place. Elkrinde County.”


      I needed to know why Lotton was conducting shady business in the neighboring territory.




      A few days later, I attended a meeting as an observer at Nestart’s request. As a mere observer, I had no right to speak up during the proceedings. My role would be to give the young baron my opinion afterward. I sat in the meeting room with Nestart, Arte, Abel, and the Hilgardies’ highest-ranking vassals.


      “Thank you for joining me despite your busy schedules,” Nestart said. “Today’s agenda concerns our joint venture with House Hephaest.”


      “Are you talking about the water transportation project, young master?” the man in charge of the barony’s financial affairs asked.


      “Yes,” Nestart replied.


      His answer prompted strong—albeit quiet—reactions. After hesitating for a moment, one of the vassals spoke up, as if on behalf of all the others.


      “Lord Nestart... As several of us mentioned before, I’m afraid this project is doomed to fail.” This man was the military advisor of the barony, and he spoke with the air of someone determined to talk some sense into his reckless lord. He used to be the commander of Nestart’s father’s guard, and he’d taken on the responsibility of managing soldiers when Nestart’s father had received dominion over this land.


      “The rivers that flow through the Hilgardie Barony are indeed connected to many places in the empire, but these waters are also home to powerful monsters. If goods were to get damaged or lost during transportation due to monster attacks, we’d have to compensate the merchants who entrusted their wares to us on top of bearing the costs of lost ships. Conditions would be far too risky for the people we’d employ too.”


      The moment the military advisor finished explaining the risks, the financial advisor added his own complaints. “Besides, the rivers go through the territories of other lords. That brings another wide array of issues to consider, from customs to resupplying along the way. Everything would incur tremendous costs.”


      Their worries were well-founded. River transport was so rare compared to marine transport mainly because rivers went through territories with clear borders. To use the portion of a river that flowed through a certain territory, you naturally had to negotiate with its lord first. There were two ways to get them to agree: wield your authority as a noble or let money speak. House Hilgardie could do neither.


      “House Hilgardie does not have the pecuniary leeway to put such a plan into motion. You might have an agreement with Marquess Hephaest, but we couldn’t possibly make him shoulder all of the costs. I hate to say this, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the marquess signed with the sole intention of seeking reparations from us when we’re unable to fulfill the terms of the contract. Marquess Hephaest wants to see you fail and use—”


      “That’s enough,” Nestart said, interrupting him. “Your insinuations toward the marquess have gone too far.”


      “I-I apologize, my lord. Allow me to retract my statements.”


      “I know you said that out of worry for your inadequate lord, but you must remember that your words carry weight and can put the entire barony in a precarious position. Had you said such a thing in front of the wrong people, we’d have a conflict with House Hephaest on our hands. I urge all of you to be careful in the future.”


      Nestart had done a good job of warning his vassal sternly without offending him. I couldn’t give him full credit, as I wished he’d taken charge a bit more resolutely, but Nestart had clearly been shaken to the core by his men’s arguments.


      “Marquess Hephaest’s intentions aside, there are too many underlying issues. Lord Nestart, I urge you to reconsider,” the military advisor said.


      Nestart showed documents to his vassals and brought up examples of similar enterprises on other continents in an attempt to persuade them, but when the meeting ended, he still hadn’t managed to convince them.


      Nestart’s financial advisor apologized to him one last time, and all of the vassals returned to their usual duties.


      Nestart’s shoulders relaxed as he let out a long breath. He’d been on edge for the entire meeting. As the lord of this territory, he was master to these men, but they’d all been working for House Hilgardie longer than he’d been its lord. If he simply disregarded their opinions, House Hilgardie would collapse from the inside.


      “So, um, Miss Ellie... What are your thoughts on this meeting?”


      “Let me think. I’ll give you sixty points out of a hundred.” I watched Nestart’s shoulders slump. “You did well telling off your underling for stepping out of line, but you wasted your chance to push through with your plan. When someone lets an improper remark slip unintentionally, as he did, the guilt brings forth a psychological burden—an effect which would have rippled through those who shared his opinion. That is when you should have struck. It’s a common negotiation technique used by all sorts of people, not only nobles. Now, an even more effective strategy would have been to bring someone to your side ahead of time and instruct them to make a blunder on purpose for you to exploit. That would have ensured your ability to seize the initiative.”


      “Y-You’d go that far?”


      “Of course. The meeting you had today was an internal one. Your vassals disagree with you, but that is only because they see things differently. They’re not your enemies. When dealing with other nobles or merchants, though, you must never show even the slightest weakness, or they’ll take advantage of it. It’s a harsh world—filled with conspiracy, bribery, and collusion.”


      There was no business as dirty as negotiations between high-ranking nobles or royals. I’d experienced that firsthand many times as the lady of a ducal house.


      “I doubt most dealings are that ruthless...” Arte said, tensing up. “Miss Ellie, I can’t help but wonder what sort of negotiation tables you’ve sat at so far.”


      ◆


      Lunoa adroitly shifted the hefty stack of documents that had just arrived from the capital to one hand and knocked on the door with the other. She waited for an invitation before stepping into the office of the head of Traitre’s branch in the Lebrick Margravate.


      “I’ll leave the documents that just arrived over here, dad.”


      “Thank you, Lunoa.”


      Grantz was in the middle of checking a written order from a noble who was preparing to build a residence in the margravate, but he lifted his face to gaze at his daughter.


      “It feels strange seeing you at work,” he said.


      Lunoa chuckled. “It’s no wonder you’re not used to it. I left for the capital with Miss Ellie immediately after I started working for Traitre.”


      The father and daughter pair both felt embarrassed smiles creep onto their faces, but Grantz quickly forced his features into a serious expression. “Just a reminder that I’ll be touring a few of the villages supplying our raw materials tomorrow. You mentioned before that you wanted to join me. Are you sure you want to come?”


      “Yes. I’ll adjust my schedule to make sure nothing clashes with that.”


      “Lord Lebrick has the knights patrol regularly, so there aren’t that many brigands in the area, but there are always monsters lurking. We’ve hired adventurers as guards, but it’ll still be dangerous.”


      “I’ll be fine. I’ve traveled far and wide with Miss Ellie, and I can use magic. Besides, I’m an adventurer too.”


      “You did mention that in your letters. The first time you wrote about it, the shock nearly knocked me over.” Grantz let out an awkward chuckle.


      Stia, who’d been writing a letter to a client, paused and jumped into the conversation.


      “That’s not quite what I heard,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You did fall over after reading her letter. Then, you proceeded to pace up and down the halls, and your wife got so fed up with you that she sent you on a walk to cool your head.”


      “H-How do you know that?!”


      “Luly told me all about it over tea.”


      “Dad...” Lunoa had conflicting feelings. On the one hand, this was beyond ridiculous, but on the other, she was happy her father loved her enough to worry that much about her safety.




      The following day, Lunoa headed to the gate of the margravate’s capital along with her father, a few more Traitre employees, and the party of adventurers they’d hired for protection.


      Stia had come to see them off, and so had Lunoa’s mother, Luly. Two of them wished Lunoa and the others a safe trip and assured them that they’d pray for their safety.


      The group boarded the wagon. Lunoa considered this trip an adventurer’s mission, so she’d donned the same outfit she always wore when working as an adventurer: a witch’s robe and hat. She also held her favorite staff.


      “We’re departing,” said the coachman—one of Traitre’s employees.


      The crack of the whip echoed, and the wagon’s wheels started spinning slowly, rattling against the ground. The rest of the company’s employees were all sitting in the wagon, while the five adventurers had split themselves into three groups. One sat next to the coachman to keep an eye on the front, two rested inside the wagon, and the other three surrounded the sides and back of the wagon on foot. They planned to exchange positions after each short break to make sure everyone stayed alert and well rested.


      Lunoa usually only accepted missions that involved slaying monsters or collecting medicinal herbs, so she had no experience escorting merchants. This party of adventurers, on the other hand, specialized in such missions. They worked throughout the Lebrick Magravate, and Traitre had often hired them for similar missions.


      “Let’s take a short break here.”


      The wagon stopped in an open area. The adventurers spread out to survey their surroundings while Lunoa and the rest of the Traitre employees took care of the horses. Lunoa noticed her father take a map out of a box protected with sealing magic. She peeked around his shoulder to check their itinerary.


      “We’ve made good progress,” Grantz said.


      Lunoa nodded. “If we keep going at this pace, we’ll reach the first village before noon.”


      “Do you know which village we’re headed to, Lunoa?”


      “Of course. It’s one of Traitre’s production bases in the margravate. We mainly get fragrant grass and sap from them.”


      “That’s right. We’ve specifically asked them to cultivate fragrant grass for Traitre. But that’s not why I’m asking. We actually weren’t supposed to inspect this village this time.”


      “Oh? So it was a sudden addition to the list?”


      “Yes. The villagers reached out because they noticed strange things with the forest recently.”


      “Strange in what way?”


      “They could sense the presence of monsters more strongly than usual.”


      “That might mean a powerful monster has taken refuge in the heart of the forest,” Lunoa mused.


      “That’s what we thought too, hence why we’ve added it to the inspection list.”


      Grantz folded the map and put it back in the box before sealing it once more using a magic scroll. Precise maps were strategic resources that could have a devastating impact if they fell into the wrong hands during wartime, so the authorities strictly prohibited owning one without permission. Most merchants owned either simplified maps sold to them by the Merchants’ Guild, provided they proved themselves to be trustworthy first, or maps they’d drawn themselves. Grantz’s map was one of the latter. It was an inferior copy of the map that Ellie had instructed Barl and his men draw up for her. The map that had served as a model, which Ellie had kept for herself, was almost as precise as the ones used by the imperial family. If the government discovered its existence, she’d surely have some explaining to do. Therefore, she’d only distributed slightly simplified, local maps to the heads of Traitre’s branches. Although these charts were incomplete, they still had the potential to fetch a fortune if sold.
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      “We hired the adventurers for two distinct missions this time. Protect us, and investigate the situation around the village,” Grantz said.


      “I see,” Lunoa responded.


      “If a herd of goblins or a large monster have settled in the forest, they’ll find them.”


      “And then we can submit an extermination request to the Adventurers’ Guild.”


      “Exactly. If the monsters aren’t too numerous or too powerful, the party will take care of them on the spot, but we’ve asked them not to push themselves.”


      “But won’t the villagers be in danger if the monsters are powerful?”


      “We’ve taken measures to protect the village by building a large fence around it when we first signed our contract. Although it’s only made of wood, it should be strong enough to prevent the monsters from entering the village until adventurers have dealt with them.” Grantz added that Traitre would help the villagers evacuate to the margravate’s capital temporarily if the situation seemed too dire. “Anyway, the first thing we’ll do after we arrive is listen to what the mayor has to say. Then, we’ll ask him to introduce us to a hunter who’s familiar with the forest so he can accompany the adventurers when they investigate. In the meantime, we’ll conduct our usual inspection of the fragrant grass and sap.”


      “I assume we’ll spend the night there, then.”


      “The investigation will probably take some time, so that’s likely.”


      “Maybe I should take this opportunity to see if there are any wounded people I can heal in the village. I use wind attribute healing spells, so I can’t fix injuries that are too serious or happened a long time ago, but I could still help some of the villagers.”


      Wind attribute healing spells were useful for healing from a distance or treating several people at once, but they weren’t very powerful.


      “That’s a great idea,” Grantz said. “They don’t have any healing mages in the village, so the wounded have to go to larger cities or pray that a member of the clergy passes by. I’m sure they’d be happy to receive your help.”


      Lunoa and Grantz had only just finished discussing their plans when the adventurers returned from their scouting.


      “We found no traces of brigands or monsters in the area, Mr. Grantz,” their leader, a young swordsman, reported.


      “Thank you for your hard work. You guys should take turns resting before we depart.”


      “Got it.” The young man was used to escort missions. He quickly turned to his comrades and rattled off the shifts of who would serve as the lookout while the others relaxed.


      “You must be tired too, Lunoa,” Grantz said. “Go take a little break. I have something to discuss with the coachman.”


      “All right, dad.”


      She watched her father walk up to the coachman, who’d been watering the horses, before taking a look around. On top of training daily, Lunoa was used to following Ellie all around the country. She was a lot more accustomed to traveling than she’d realized, and she didn’t feel even the slightest bit of fatigue after half a day of riding in a carriage over a well-maintained paved road. She could tell her father was worried about her, though, so she found it hard to proactively say that she was perfectly capable of handling more work.


      “Oh?” With nothing to do, Lunoa had been absentmindedly looking at the forest when she recognized a plant she’d seen before. “What was that one, again? I’m pretty sure it’s not my first time seeing it.”


      As she approached, Lunoa grew more and more convinced that she knew what the plant was. Intrigued, she placed her hand over it and started chanting, “O soul that inhabits all things... Lay yourself bare in front of me! Item Analysis!”


      As soon as her spell activated, information about the plant popped into her mind. It felt like forgotten memories being forcefully dragged to the surface. Lunoa could never get used to this strange sensation despite having experienced it countless times.


      “Oh, so it’s tolki grass.” It was a medicinal herb. Lunoa had once seen her friend Lily in the process of drying some. “You can make potions with it.”


      Since she had nothing better to do, Lunoa started picking some of the grass, careful not to damage its long roots.


      She’d just finished cleaning the dirt off of her third plant when one of the adventurers came up to her. It was Ranze, the party’s sorcerer.


      “Oh? What are you doing, Lunoa?”


      “I’m gathering some medicinal herbs.”


      “Those are medicinal herbs? I don’t think I’ve ever seen them on the Adventurers’ Guild’s list.”


      “It’s tolki grass. It can interfere with the mana of living beings, so you can use it to make potions that stimulate mana or calm down mana rampages.”


      “I’m not sure I’ve ever heard about potions with those effects either.”


      “Nobles use them to intentionally let their mana run wild during training.”


      Lunoa’s Item Analysis spell allowed her to access all of the information related to the herbs that she’d read about in the past. Ranze, however, thought Lunoa was reciting all of this from memory, and she gazed at her in admiration.


      “The manufacturing process is tricky; few apothecaries can handle it. That’s probably why the Adventurers’ Guild doesn’t buy tolki grass in bulk like most other herbs. Still, I think most large potion shops would likely buy it from you for a good price. Would you like to pick some with me, Miss Ranze?”


      “You don’t mind?”


      “Of course not.”


      Ranze crouched next to Lunoa, who started explaining how to pick them by showing her the leaves.


      “Please only pick the ones with dark leaves. If this part is too light, it means the plant isn’t mature yet and won’t have much effect. The root is the most valuable part, so try to dig it out gently.”


      “Got it!”


      Ranze and Lunoa picked tolki grass together until it was Ranze’s turn to stand guard.


      ◇


      I put a vial filled with viscous purple liquid in front of Nestart.


      “U-Um... What is that?” he asked, frowning at the peculiar color.


      “A potion that will make your mana go on a rampage.”


      Today’s lesson was mana training. Nestart had a natural affinity for magic, and he’d apparently learned the basics already. I wanted to develop this talent of his, so I’d sent a familiar to the capital to retrieve this potion from Yuu’s shop.


      “On a rampage...?” he repeated.


      “You have a remarkable mana reserve, even by nobles’ standards. The next step is to train your mana output. You know the difference between the two, right?”


      “The mana reserve is the amount of mana one has inside their body, while the mana output is the amount they can use at once.”


      “Exactly. Increasing your mana output requires increasing your control over your mana. It’ll allow you to cast more powerful and more accurate spells. Good control is also one of the prerequisites to obtain a Divine Artifact.”


      My last sentence had Nestart staring at me wide-eyed. Divine Artifacts were formidable weapons that adventurers and mercenaries used in battle, but they had another meaning to nobles. Divine Artifacts symbolized strength, and nobles who owned one customarily held more influence than their ranks naturally awarded them, even though there weren’t any laws that stipulated this. In other words, wielding a Divine Artifact was a way to assert one’s superiority over other houses. For a burgeoning noble family like House Hilgardie, having one would no doubt be a great asset.


      “Are you sure you can tell me all of this? Isn’t it a secret passed down through your family?”


      “That won’t be a problem. What I just told you is unspoken common knowledge among the nobility.”


      Those who discovered the conditions to obtain a Divine Artifact had originally kept them secret. However, over the years many houses had figured out the process, and word had spread throughout the nobility. Of course, each family kept the exact steps under wraps, not to be leaked to outsiders.


      “Your mana reserve will grow as you grow older, but mana output does not increase naturally. The most efficient way to boost it quickly is through a mana rampage.”


      I rested the tip of my finger on the vial and slowly rocked it from right to left.


      “Mana rampage is a condition during which an individual expels more mana than their usual output. If you can manage to control that excess, you can improve your skills tremendously in a very short time.”


      Nestart was listening to my explanation with rapt attention when Arte spoke up.


      “Wait a minute. Going on a mana rampage is dangerous, isn’t it? If he can control it, he’ll improve by leaps and bounds, but what if he can’t? He’ll suffer horrific wounds! He might even die!”


      “That is why this medicine exists.” I took out another vial filled with green liquid and put it down on the table next to the purple one. “This potion can quell a mana rampage. If he reaches his limit, I’ll make him drink it.” I gave the second vial a little flick. “Of course, there’s no guarantee that everything will go well. Mana rampages are dangerous; I won’t deny that. Aftereffects such as local paralysis or mana blockages aren’t unheard of.”


      Nestart gulped.


      “I’m not saying that you have to do it now—or ever, for that matter,” I continued. “If you’d rather not take the potion, we can train normally. Just give it some thought.”


      “I-I’ll think it over.”




      After I finished with Nestart’s lesson, Mireille and I headed to my room to work. As was the case with any business, a few problems had cropped up during daily operations, and I signed off on ways to remediate them. Next to me, Mireille checked over a list of the raw materials we’d imported.


      Once we finished the most urgent tasks for Traitre, Mireille got up and made us some tea. Recently, I’d been drinking coffee—which I imported from the Southern Continent—far more often than tea, but I still loved the black tea Mireille brewed.


      “If you don’t mind me asking, Miss Ellie,” she started, “do you really intend on using that potion on Lord Nestart?”


      “If he wishes to take it.”


      “But that doesn’t mean he’ll necessarily obtain a Divine Artifact.”


      “I know that, of course. And I’ll make sure he understands that too.”


      Mireille had drunk the same potion once, but she hadn’t obtained a Divine Artifact. She knew better than anyone else how big hopes could lead to bitter disappointment.


      “I remember how upset you were—how you lost confidence in yourself,” I said.


      “I caused you a lot of trouble back then.”


      Mireille’s mana rampage had disrupted her emotional state. She’d blamed herself for failing to secure a Divine Artifact even though I’d used such an expensive potion on her.


      “But you got over it. And you became a much more powerful mage.”


      “Still, considering the risks and the possibility that even success might not lead to the desired outcome, I can’t help but wonder if it’s really worth rushing Lord Nestart’s education.”


      If he developed a permanent disability or emotional distress and blamed me for giving him the potion in the first place, it would disrupt my plans. Mireille was likely worried about that.


      “Lord Nestart having a Divine Artifact would be a considerable advantage,” I replied.


      I personally thought Nestart would succeed. One needed two things to get one’s hands on a Divine Artifact: talent and determination. The talent to attain full mana control and the determination to go beyond the last wall that stood in front of all those who coveted a Divine Artifact.


      “I’ve witnessed his talent firsthand over the course of our training sessions. With the potion, he’ll reach the necessary control for a Divine Artifact in a matter of months.”


      “And what about his determination?” Mireille asked.


      “Think about it. He knows that I’m a noble from the kingdom—the lady of a ducal house, at that. And yet, not only does he negotiate with me, but he even entrusts the future of his house to me. Aren’t I far too untrustworthy for such a sensitive role?”


      “Certainly, but House Hilgardie is in such a predicament that he has no choice but to take a risk on that uncertainty, doesn’t he?”


      “That’s part of it, of course. But he could have resolved this crisis another way without inviting me in.” I took out a document from a drawer and handed it to Mireille.


      Mireille glanced at the document and returned her gaze to me. “That’s the report on House Hilgardie that I gave you before we left the capital.” She’d compiled this dossier herself, so she didn’t need to read it again to know what it said. “So by ‘another way’ you mean Lady Arte’s marriage, then.”


      “Indeed. If she married into another family, House Hilgardie would be able to join that house’s faction. Her groom’s house would also provide monetary support. The Hilgardie Barony is on the border; there are bound to be houses interested in building deep ties with it.”


      “Things would be different during wartime, but with the ceasefire in place, we’re starting to see some exchanges between the kingdom and the empire. A border territory has its advantages in this context.”


      “Yes. Once the two nations sign a lasting peace agreement, the kingdom will become the largest business partner of the empire. Holding the gateway to the kingdom will be a valuable perk. Lord Nestart’s rule might be difficult, but his successors will likely reap the benefits,” I said.


      “Despite sharing those boons, Lady Arte’s groom wouldn’t be part of House Hilgardie. If war broke out again, the Hilgardies would be on their own, and that man could easily use the barony as a shield.”


      “That’s why House Hilgardie shouldn’t normally be in this situation. The neighboring houses should be scrambling over themselves to get their hands on Lady Arte and bring the Hilgardies into their respective factions.”


      “Yet if I recall correctly, only one house has sent a proposal to Lady Arte,” Mireille said.


      “That is correct. And the one who sent that proposal is...” I skimmed the document until my eyes came to rest on the name of the only man who’d offered his support and asked for Lady Arte’s hand in marriage. “Count Elkrinde.”


      He was the nobleman who controlled the territory where Lotton seemed to be conducting shady deals.


      “Count Elkrinde is the mentor of most of the petty nobles in the area. His heir, Gik Elkrinde, is twenty-nine. He’s not that much older than Lady Arte. House Hilgardie should have accepted the betrothal and gotten House Elkrinde’s protection,” I added.


      “Yet it didn’t,” Mireille said.


      “Lord Nestart controls House Hilgardie. In other words, he’s refused to marry his sister into House Elkrinde. As for why...” I trailed off.


      “I doubt it’s just because he doesn’t want to be apart from his sister.”


      “That would have been an adorable reason,” I said, finishing my cup of tea. Mireille immediately refilled it. “But Lord Nestart has resolved himself to go through great hardships for the sake of his people. He’s not the sort of person who’d allow his house to collapse for selfish motives. Something must be up with House Elkrinde. He must believe that House Hilgardie is liable to suffer if he approves of that marriage.”


      “If House Elkrinde really is scheming something, why hasn’t Lord Nestart lodged a complaint with the government?”


      “His behavior seems to be rooted in his deep distrust of House Elkrinde. But that does not mean he’s certain of himself or has evidence. I don’t know exactly what he’s thinking, but the fact remains that he refused to take the easy way out and chose the hard path instead. That should be proof enough of his strong determination.” I watched the ripples on the red liquid filling my cup. “Who knows what drives him? Conviction, indignation, ambition, justice...” The surface of the tea quickly stabilized. It was tranquil in a way that did nothing to reflect the tide of my heart. “Or perhaps revenge?”


      All I could see reflected on the smooth surface was my icy expression.
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      ◇◆☆◆◇


      The old me was a child, crushed by the weight of ignorance.


      The old me was a weakling, seeking the means to resist.


      The old me was a lost soul, unable to even see where he was headed.


      Everything I lacked, she gave me.


      Knowledge.


      Strength.


      And a light to guide my path.


      All for her goal.


      I was but a pawn among thousands in her eyes.


      But that was enough.


      On that day, on that night, as I felt myself sink below the surface of that unbearable pain, I reached for her outstretched hand.


      And never have I regretted it.


      I have been quite content with my life.




      Excerpt from the diary of Baron Nestart Hilgardie, found in the archives of House Hilgardie.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: A Discerning Eye


      One day, Mireille and I headed to the Adventurers’ Guild with Nestart, the lord of the Hilgardie Barony.


      “Welcome, my lord. We weren’t expecting you. What brings you here today?” asked the guild master of the local Adventurers’ Guild, a tall, rugged man.


      Despite the man’s polite bow and cordial words, I couldn’t hear the slightest trace of actual respect in his tone.


      “I’m sorry to take up your time when you’re so busy,” Nestart replied. “I’ve come to entrust a commission to the guild. Is that all right?”


      The man took us to the drawing room reserved for noble visitors on the second floor. Nestart sat down on the sofa and waited for the guild master to fit his large body in the seat across from him before taking a sip of freshly brewed tea.


      Without further ado, the guild master broached the main topic. “Of course, a commission won’t be an issue. You have our full trust, my lord, so we’d be happy to accept any request from you.”


      “Thank you.”


      The guild master smiled, but his muscles had grown tense—proof that he was wary. The lord of a territory would normally have dispatched a vassal to explain his request on his behalf or sent a letter, but Nestart had chosen to pay a visit to the guild in person. To the guild master, that indicated the commission was likely to be either incredibly difficult, incredibly dangerous, or both.


      “You needn’t be so tense,” Nestart added. “It’s an important commission that will impact the future of the barony, but it is neither hard nor overly dangerous.”


      The guild master looked taken aback for a split second. Still, while he only managed a small countryside guild, the man was still in charge of an entire organization. He got over his shock quickly. His expression hardened once more, presumably because he realized he couldn’t just take the young lord at his word.


      “I need someone to investigate the distribution of monsters in the region,” Nestart said.


      This wasn’t a strange request for a lord to make. Having a clear idea of the number, location, and types of monsters in one’s territory was necessary for organizing its defense. The guild master seemed to have the same thought, and he relaxed every so slightly.


      “Investigate the monsters, you say?” he repeated.


      “Indeed. I need a detailed report on the monsters present in the barony and in the neighboring territories in order to protect this land and plan its development.”


      “You want to report to include other territories?”


      “Yes. I need the information for defensive purposes—and for a project I’m working on at the moment.”


      Nestart had yet to rally the support of his vassals for the water transportation project, so he couldn’t afford to let any information slip. To prevent that, he pivoted to the defense angle and started explaining to the guild master why the report was crucial.


      Nestart had decided to request this survey because of a conversation we’d had a few days ago after he’d come to seek my advice.




      We’d just finished our usual martial arts training session. Nestart quickly wiped away his sweat with a towel and then called out to me.


      “Miss Ellie, could I have a moment?”


      “Yes. What is it?”


      “I’ve been thinking about how I failed to convince my vassals the other day, and I’ve compiled a list of issues based on that conversation.”


      “Let’s take a look,” I said.


      The two of us sat down on a bench in a corner of the courtyard. The space was too small for a gazebo, so all it had was this bench. Even that had been added in a hurry after we’d started training in the garden.


      “After writing everything down, I came to realize that I could divide the issues into two big categories: monsters and passage through other territories.”


      “That seems accurate,” I agreed.


      “I think I should focus on the monster problem first.”


      “May I ask why?”


      Nestart must have expected that question. He immediately answered, “Because the solution is clear, and I can take action immediately. To pass through other territories, I’ll have no choice but to conduct negotiations and sign contracts. Naturally, that will take time. On the other hand, I can start taking steps to fix the monster problem immediately. Making the barony safer will improve the lives of my people even before I launch my big project.”


      “That makes sense. I’m sure enacting measures against monster attacks will still take time, but you won’t need to take into account the schedules of other nobles, so your plans will likely progress smoothly.”


      He’d chosen the right problem to prioritize. It would be easier to tackle first with House Hilgardie’s current resources.


      Negotiations had several prerequisites: enough political influence to bring the other party to the table, clear and convincing documentation, and an enticing bargaining chip. At the moment, Nestart had none of those things, and obtaining them would take time. It made sense to focus on fixing the monster problem first, especially considering the fact that there was a chance he could clear the other prerequisites in the process.


      “What’s your concrete plan?” I asked.


      “The most pressing matters are eliminating the monsters that could hinder water transportation and protecting the transport routes. To achieve that, I need information.”


      “I see.”


      “That’s why I intend to ask the soldiers to conduct a survey of the monster distribution.”


      “I must advise you against that.”


      “Huh?”


      “Moving the barony’s troops for this would not be wise.”


      Using soldiers was certainly the easiest option for Nestart, but considering the scope of the local army, it would prove a difficult undertaking.


      “There are several reasons why I’m saying this,” I continued, “but the main ones are the nature of your army and the number of soldiers you have. A baronial army specializes in fighting people, not monsters. It trains to maintain public order and defend cities. Your soldiers don’t know how to conduct such a survey, and if you divert too many of them to the surveying process, public order will inevitably deteriorate. Additionally, to make your research meaningful, you’d need information on the monsters that risk appearing on the entirety of the travel routes, even the portions located outside of the barony.”


      “I’m aware that I can’t send my soldiers into other territories. I figured I’d ask the other lords for the information I need after I sign contracts with them.”


      “That’s normally how you’d go about it, but considering everything House Hilgardie lacks at the moment, don’t you think you’ll need this information before negotiations?”


      While I hadn’t spelled it out for him, I’d given him quite a few hints, and Nestart realized what I was getting at.


      “Ah! If I find information on the monsters and have countermeasures prepared ahead of time, I can convince the other nobles that they stand to profit too! And if I contribute to making the entire region safer, I’ll have essentially achieved a military feat, which will heighten the prestige of my house!”


      “Quite so. You must use everything you can to strengthen your position and give yourself an advantage in the negotiations.”


      “But if I can’t rely on my soldiers, how am I supposed to...? Ah! Adventurers,” he said, coming to a sudden realization.


      “Exactly. Putting in a request under your name at the Adventurers’ Guild is the best way to handle this. Adventurers aren’t bound by borders, so they’ll be able to investigate in other territories without any issues. Plus, some adventurers specialize in such surveys.”


      “But there aren’t many adventurers registered with the local guild...”


      “That’s true. What do you think you should do, then?”


      “Well...” Nestart paused to ponder my question.


      My goal was to get him into the habit of considering the issues and then elaborating on the solutions. Nestart was a bright child, so I was sure he’d come up with an answer soon enough.


      “I need to lure in adventurers from elsewhere...which means a regular commission fee won’t cut it... But at the same time, I’m afraid of creating strife with the adventurers of the barony if I offer newcomers special treatment...”


      It was starting to get chilly, so I sent Mireille to ask a maid to prepare a room for us while Nestart remained lost in a sea of thoughts. While I was Nestart’s advisor, I remained an outsider. I had no power to order maids around, so it was merely a request.


      “Bringing new adventurers into the barony would be difficult, so... No, I don’t need to do that, do I?” Nestart raised his head. He seemed to have reached a conclusion.


      “Have you come up with an answer?” I asked.


      “Yes. I’ll post the same commission in other Adventurers’ Guild branches at the same time. The adventurers located in other territories will surely do a better job of compiling information about the local monsters anyway.”


      I nodded, satisfied with his answer. We moved our conversation indoors and started discussing the details of the commissions.


      “The crux of the issue is the funding,” Nestart said.


      “If you put out requests to several locations, each one will treat it as a separate commission, which means you’ll have to pay for the completion and handling fees several times. It will be quite an expense,” I confirmed.


      “I do have an idea to cover that, but...”


      “Oh?”


      “Abel, bring those to me.”


      “At once,” Abel said. These days, he followed Nestart around like a shadow, but he bowed before leaving the room.


      “To tell you the truth, I’ve been looking over the objects in the residence in the hope of making up for the missing funds,” Nestart said.


      After I’d pointed out the issues with the decorations in the manor, Nestart had looked through the residence and had moved the objects of value to places where guests would see them. During that process, he’d found a lot of valuables that his grandfather had bought, had been pushed to take, or had been given as genuine gifts when he’d worked as a civil official in the capital.


      “My father had been in the process of going through our belongings before he died, but they’ve been sitting in a storage room since we moved here,” he continued. “My grandfather was a bit of a credulous man, so I didn’t expect much from the things he’d amassed, but it turned out that some were valuable. There were also some that neither my sister nor I were able to appraise.”


      I now knew what Abel had gone to retrieve.


      “I’m sorry for the wait,” Abel said as he returned, carrying several big bags. A few servants followed behind him holding crates.


      “Miss Ellie, if you please,” Nestart said.


      “Of course.”


      I picked up the items that the servants lined up on the table one by one and inspected them. “This was a popular design on the Western Continent a few years ago,” I commented, looking at a ring.


      “Is it rare?” Nestart asked.


      “Not especially. But it’s made of mithril, so you could get a decent price for the material.”


      It was mostly just junk, but a few items here and there were worth a gold coin or two. It wouldn’t be enough to cover the various commissions’ fees, but it would certainly help defray the costs.


      “What about this bag?” I asked.


      “One of my grandfather’s friends once had money troubles, and he forced those things on my grandfather—um, I mean, my grandfather purchased his friend’s late father’s collection to help him. We have quite a few bags filled to the brim with items from that collection...”


      As it turned out, Nestart’s grandfather had been a pushover. I opened the bag and examined its contents.


      “Y-You said you have more bags?!” I exclaimed.


      “Y-Yes. Is there anything valuable inside?”


      “These would be rubbish in most people’s eyes, but to people with a special interest in these sorts of things, they’re rare treasures.”


      Nestart looked overjoyed. “Really?!”


      The fabric of the bag had been enchanted with a preservation spell, so the items were in perfect condition. They’d probably been left untouched after being bought. Under normal circumstances, they would have deteriorated without proper care, but the spell had protected them from the flow of time.


      After going through the rest of the items, I took out a piece of paper and quickly drafted a contract. “I’m willing to lend you fifteen hundred gold coins at ten percent interest using these items as collateral. I will also introduce you to a buyer.”


      “Fifteen hundred gold coins?!”


      This was my way of supporting House Hilgardie. I had to keep up appearances, so I’d asked for interest, but if he sold these items, he’d make enough to pay me back with interest and still pocket some money. The deal was far from lopsided, though. I’d be gaining something outside of the interest too. In fact, that other boon would likely be worth more than the ten percent interest.


      Now that Nestart knew how he would pay for his commissions, he began planning them in earnest.




      “That’s why I need to know about the monsters in the barony and the monsters that may influence them in neighboring territories. Borders mean nothing to monsters, after all,” Nestart concluded.


      “I understand your view, my lord. Just to confirm, you’d like me to forward this commission to neighboring branches of the Adventurers’ Guild, correct?” the guild master asked.


      “Yes. Here’s a list of the territories I need surveyed.”


      The man took the list from Nestart and started reading through it carefully. “It doesn’t seem like there’ll be any issues. However, there are quite a few places on that list, my lord, so the fees will be rather high.”


      “I’m aware. I may not have a lot of leeway with my finances, but I’ll see to it that the fees are paid in full. This is a necessary expenditure for the safety of the barony.”


      The guild master nodded and took care of the paperwork for Nestart. Before long, the neighboring guilds would also receive the commission.


      After finishing up at the Adventurers’ Guild, we took the carriage back to the Hilgardie residence. Upon arriving, we noticed several unknown carriages parked there. They were all large vehicles drawn by two horses, and they were of very good quality yet not gaudily decorated. Most of the materials were expensive monster loot. The horses were also fine, powerful animals, likely bred as warhorses.


      “Those carriages are...” Nestart trailed off.


      “He was quicker than I thought,” I said.


      I’d sent him a letter on the very day Nestart had shown me the collection he’d inherited. He was a very busy man, so he’d jumped into action far faster than I’d anticipated.


      “Welcome back, my lord. A visitor has arrived for Miss Leis,” Abel said as soon as we walked through the door.


      He led us to the drawing room. This guest had come to see me personally, knowing I was staying here at the moment. Therefore, etiquette required me to enter first and introduce Nestart. I’d taught all of this to Nestart, and he clearly remembered because he made sure to walk one step behind me.


      Once we arrived at the drawing room, Nestart nodded, and Abel knocked on the door. Nestart’s face was pale. The man we were about to see was far too influential for him to handle at the moment, so I understood why he was so nervous.


      “Excuse me,” Abel said before opening the door.


      “You’ve got guts making me wait this long after calling me here, Ellie Leis,” the guest said immediately, smirking. Even though he was in a noble’s mansion, he was sitting with his legs crossed as though he owned the room. His twin bodyguards stood behind him as always.


      I see. He picked this timing knowing full well I was out on business.


      “It’s been a while, Mr. Hokins.”


      Before us was Darc Hokins, also known as the Chief, who ruled over the underworld of the empire. The man uncrossed his legs. He seemed slightly annoyed by my complete lack of apology, but I could see he was interested in hearing me out.


      “So? What’s this about? You just sent a letter saying you wanted to make a deal.”


      “It’s exactly as I wrote. Although I must admit I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”


      “You called me here in person instead of sending someone or paying me a visit. That smells like money to me.”


      “I certainly hope not to disappoint you.”


      “Stop stalling. What kind of deal are we talking about?”


      “I’m afraid I’m just the middleman this time. This is your business partner for the day, His Lordship Baron Nestart Hilgardie.”


      Darc studied Nestart from top to bottom without bothering to conceal his intention to evaluate him. After a moment, he leisurely stood up and put his palm against his chest before lowering his head slightly in a half-hearted bow.


      “I’m Darc Hokins, a humble financier from the capital.”


      Nestart’s expression stiffened at the ridiculous introduction. It was clear that Darc didn’t think of him as an equal business partner. The ease with which he disrespected him despite Nestart’s noble status showed the vast gap in power between the two of them.


      “It’s a pleasure, Mr. Hokins,” Nestart said.


      “So, will you finally tell me what this deal is about?”


      “I’m hoping to sell some of the items in my possession. When I showed them to Miss Ellie, she immediately offered to introduce you to me.”


      “Oh?” Darc scowled at me, but I had no intention of involving myself in this conversation. “Let’s see those items, then.”


      “I’ll have them readied at once.”


      Nestart left the room to give directions to his servants, and Darc took the opportunity to address me. “What are you scheming?”


      “Whatever do you mean?” I asked.


      “Why did you use that brat to call me here? What are you really after?”


      “I’m not scheming anything. I wrote to you in a genuine effort to assist Baron Hilgardie in his attempt to liquidate some of his assets.”


      “I deal with loans, not antiques,” Darc shot back.


      “I know that, of course. But I have a feeling you’ll thank me in the end, Mr. Hokins.”


      “Excuse me?”


      A few moments later, Nestart came back and asked us to follow him to the room where his servants had arranged his late grandfather’s belongings.


      “OOOH! That’s a Deus Ex revolver! And this one’s a ceremonial gun used during the enthronement ceremony of the third king of the ancient Bodoria dynasty! Wait! Wait a minute! Is that one of the sniper rifles made by the great master Taghall?! It is! His seal is engraved right here!”


      What Nestart’s grandfather had bought from his friend was a collection of firearms. I knew most of the guns on display were rare, but I hadn’t expected Darc to have such a strong reaction.


      “There’s an anti-dragon mithril warhead prototype and a genuine wyvern-skin holster in there! There’s even a hybrid gunpowder and mana gun from the Old Kingdom era! I’ve read about them, but it’s my first time seeing one in person!” Darc seemed like an entirely different man as he ran around and looked at the guns excitedly.


      “So, um, Mr. Hokins,” Nestart started hesitantly. “Would you perhaps be interested in purchasing this collection from me?”


      “For real?! How much?”


      Nestart tried his best to not let Darc’s strong tone overwhelm him, and he stuck to the strategy he’d rehearsed. “To be honest, I’m having a difficult time pricing it. I’m not all that well-versed in antiques. I was thinking of having several firearm aficionados come by to make offers, and Miss Ellie convinced me to show it to you first.”


      House Hilgradie’s finances depended on this sale. Obviously, neither of us knew any other firearm enthusiasts. We could search for some, but that would take time and effort, so Nestart’s plan hinged on making Darc believe he had competition. It was a tried-and-true method.


      Darc paused to think for a second before quickly throwing out a number. “One hundred thirty-five thousand.”


      “Sorry?”


      “One hundred thirty-five thousand gold coins,” Darc repeated. “For everything here.”


      “Huh?!” Nestart let out.


      “Not enough? How about one hundred forty thousand gold coins, then?”


      “O-Okay.”


      “We have a deal. Shu, go get the cash. Liang, you draft the contract.”


      “Yes, boss!” his twin bodyguards exclaimed before getting to work.


      Under normal circumstances, they would likely have delegated these tasks to their own subordinates to avoid leaving Darc’s side, but their master’s behavior seemed to have shaken them, and they ran out of the room without a second thought.


      One hundred forty thousand gold coins, huh?


      It was a tremendous sum—more or less Haldoria’s quarterly military budget. This went to show Darc wasn’t just anyone. He was one of the monsters who controlled the empire’s economy. I could technically scrape together a large sum like that for Traitre if needed, but I certainly couldn’t use it for private matters this casually. This really was a vast amount of money for an impulse purchase, enough to free Nestart from his budgeting troubles for good.


      After concluding the sale, Darc, who was in a better mood than ever before, loaded the extensive gun collection into his carriages. Before he left the city, he stopped by the market in passing and bought enough alcohol and preserved foods to fill his carriages to the brim. For the first time in a long while, things were looking up for the barony.


      When he’d finished seeing Darc off, Nestart threw himself on the couch. “He’s quite something.”


      “He sure is,” Arte agreed. “I met him a few times back when I worked for the Merchants’ Guild in the capital, and I was under the impression that he was scarier.”


      “I don’t think you were off the mark, Lady Arte,” I said. “Darc Hokins has a firm grasp on the empire’s underworld. He is a cold-blooded, merciless man. Under normal circumstances, that is.”


      “He must have really liked those guns. I understand the feeling,” Mireille said.


      “Well, you are a collector yourself, Mireille.”


      She looked a little embarrassed that I’d brought up her teapot collection.


      “But why did he spend so much money in the barony afterward?” Mireille asked.


      “Because he was in a good mood?” Nestart suggested.


      “Perhaps he was trying to show Nes his support with the extravagant spending,” Arte mused.


      “You think this was his way of thanking Lord Nestart? Not a chance,” I told them. “He’s probably interested in making use of your water transportation system when it succeeds.”


      “I got the same impression,” Mireille said.


      “Mr. Hokins brought several large carriages with him, and he bought almost all of the excess supplies from the market with cash. In addition to the one hundred forty thousand gold coins he paid you personally, that brings the total to over two hundred thousand gold coins.”


      “In other words, he intended to spend a lot of money in the barony from the start,” Nestart said. “I haven’t spoken of my plans to many people, but my vassals know of them. Making sure none of them breathes a word to anyone else is impossible.”


      “And Darc’s position allows him to gather information very easily,” I said.


      “That doesn’t change the fact that this was a good thing, right?” Nestart asked.


      “Right. Mr. Hokins isn’t a noble, and he has no ambitions over your territory. This is probably just another investment to him.”


      A man like Darc could easily become a noble if he wanted to. The fact that he’d chosen to keep his current status showed that he was far more interested in money than he was in land or in honor.


      “An investment...? The scale of his ‘investments’ is terrifying. This might be a small city, but he managed to turn our economy around in a single day with his pocket change,” Nestart said.


      Affluence brought peace of mind. With the citizens’ wallets fuller, public order would improve. The money Darc had spent would ripple across the entire barony and nourish it, like how rainfall nourished a drought-stricken land. If the soil under his feet grew more solid, Nestart would have an easier time too.


      “I don’t have to worry about the funding for my project anymore,” Nestart said.


      “You’re right. You’ll be able to hire high-ranking adventurers with this. I was thinking about how you might need to send forces to subjugate monsters depending on the results of the surveys, so it’s good that you can afford that,” Arte said.


      She was right. Simply getting the results of the survey wouldn’t solve the issue. The real trouble would start after that. We needed to discuss that in detail and plan for what would happen once the results came back, but Nestart was too tired at the moment, so we decided to call it a day and rest earlier than usual.


      ◆


      The incantation left Lunoa’s lips, and wind rose around her. The spell imbued the wind with healing properties, and it flowed freely, treating the wounds of the people who’d gathered at the mayor’s residence.


      “I’m finished,” Lunoa said. “Are there any others who are wounded?”


      “No, this was the last group,” the mayor replied.


      Lunoa had repeated this process several times over the past few days. Every time the group had reached a new village, she’d cured everyone she could, and she’d refined her healing spell in the process. Wind attribute mana was suitable for spells that healed all targets within a certain area, and Lunoa could now control that area with much more precision than before.


      “Good work today, Lunoa.”


      “Thank you, dad,” Lunoa said. She accepted the cup of water her father offered her and took a big gulp. “This was the last village on the list, right?”


      “Yes. We’re done inspecting all of the fragrant grass fields, so we’ll leave for the capital tomorrow.”


      “What about the first village we stopped at? Will everything be all right?”


      Lunoa was talking about the village they’d added to their itinerary at the last minute because the villagers had complained that the forest seemed strange. The adventurers accompanying them had investigated the matter and discovered a mid-sized goblin herd in the depths of the forest.


      “We’ve notified the Adventurers’ Guild in the margravate’s capital, and Traitre is paying extra for the subjugation mission. I’m sure that some adventurers will take care of it soon. In the meantime, the villagers should be careful not to venture outside the protective walls of the village.” Grantz could see that his daughter was still worried, so he smiled and added, “This isn’t the first time Traitre has put out a request to eliminate monsters on behalf of one of the villages with whom we work. We pay well, so I’ve heard that the adventurers actually fight over our commissions.”


      Lunoa laughed. She looked outside the window and noticed that the sun had already set. The streets of the village were lit, if only barely, but it was pitch black outside of it.


      “The Lebrick Margravate is relatively safe compared to other territories, but traveling through it is still hard,” Lunoa mused. Their group had been attacked by monsters several times while on the road. Each time, Lunoa and Grantz had fought alongside the adventurers. “I was surprised to discover that you could fight now, dad,” she added.


      Grantz chuckled. “Stia and the others forced me to train. The best I can do is protect myself, though. You, on the other hand, have gotten really strong. Did you know that you surprised even the adventurers?”


      “Ha ha! To tell you the truth, I never expected that becoming an apprentice merchant would mean having to learn how to fight.”


      “Merchants have to travel through dangerous regions replete with monsters and brigands at times, so knowing how to fight is a good thing. We should thank the chairwoman, shouldn’t we?”


      “Yep. Miss Ellie told me she’d never acknowledge me as a proper merchant unless I learned how to defend myself at the very least.”


      “How very like her.”


      After finishing her conversation with her father, Lunoa bade him good night and went to the room where she was staying with Ranze. She exchanged a few words with the adventurer before taking out her beloved notebook and allowing herself to reflect.


      There were many dangers outside of the cities and villages. Lunoa had heard that many people who lived in big cities never took a step outside the place where they’d been born. To be fair, Lunoa herself had never left the regional capital until Ellie had taken her to the imperial capital.


      “Moving goods from one place to the other sure is dangerous,” she mumbled to herself.


      She drew two circles and added an arrow linking them. Then, she wrote “monsters” and “brigands” next to the arrow.


      “But to the country, the movement of goods is just like the flow of blood in the human body. An economy that’s self-contained within a single territory is fragile and easily destabilized by minor shocks.”


      No matter how dangerous transportation became, stopping the flow of goods would be a death sentence for the country.


      “If only regular people could easily exchange goods with other territories instead of that being the prerogative of big firms and specialized peddlers... Everyone could profit...”


      Lunoa wrote down every idea she could come up with. For now, they were all very vague, and she didn’t know how to give them a clear shape. And yet, she somehow felt like tremendous gains were hiding beneath the surface.


      Ellie had given her an assignment. She had to generate a profit with the funds Ellie had given her. Every day, she spent time pondering over the best way to do that.


      “I’m starting to see the contours of what I want to do. The question is: How can I profit from that?”


      Even after Ranze fell asleep, Lunoa lit up her notebook with magic and kept scribbling notes and polishing her business plan.


      “Adventurers... No, it’d be better to hire exclusive guards. As for the horses and carriages... Wait, I should select routes first. I need to buy information at the guild when we return. I’ll need a map and a monster distribution survey... Oh, and I’ll need to investigate the relationships between the neighboring nobles, and the current tariffs too...”


      What had started as a small plan was starting to turn into a massive endeavor, but Lunoa had yet to notice.


      ◇


      I was in my room at the Hilgardie residence, planning Nestart’s next training session, when Mireille came in holding a report.


      “Miss Ellie, I have the information you wanted about the agents of the kingdom.”


      “Barl sent this?”


      “Yes. He successfully made contact with the spies and confirmed that they work for Viscount Van den Haak. He purposefully let it slip that he worked as a bodyguard for the merchant serving House Hilgardie as an advisor, and they approached him all on their own, offering money for information.”


      “He did well. Tell him to stay in touch with them and keep digging. I trust Barl’s judgment on what pieces of information to give them in exchange. Ah, but make sure he speaks about the water transportation project.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “We won’t be able to keep it under wraps once we start working on it in earnest, so we might as well sell this piece of information for a high price while it’s still worth something. Besides, who knows? We might be able to lure some interesting fish.”


      “Interesting fish? I see. You mean the imperial nobles who may not look at this undertaking kindly, right?”


      “Yes. The water transportation project comes with its fair share of hurdles, and the risks are high. At the same time, the potential return is colossal, especially considering the rather low initial investment necessary. In addition, House Hilgardie will be shouldering almost all the risks.”


      “And yet, some might try to hinder the Hilgardies instead of trying to secure a share of the profit. Which would mean they stand to gain even more from preventing the project, one way or another.”


      “Exactly,” I confirmed. “Now, if these people’s actions were to link up perfectly with Van den Haak’s...there’s only one conclusion we could draw, don’t you think?”


      “That they’re selling out their own country and working with the kingdom,” Mireille replied.


      “Exactly. In that case, I’ll crush Van den Haak and steal the power of the imperial nobles aiding him for myself. I have plenty of uses for the nobles of this region since it’s so very close to the kingdom,” I declared.


      I took out a few papers from the drawer of my desk. They were meant for the local Merchants’ Guild. I’d already prepared several different documents based on my hypothesis, and it was now time to use some of them to lay the foundation of my firm in the area.


      “We’re going to start doing business in this territory, Mireille.”


      “I see. You want to attract the attention of the populace—and the spies.”


      “Mr. Hokins’s extravagant investment has sown the seeds of profit. Plenty of merchants will try to take advantage of the current situation.”


      “Should we expect a serious improvement in the circulation of goods in the barony?”


      “Well, with merchants and their bodyguards on the move, we can certainly expect an improvement in the general safety of the area. I’ll guide House Hilgardie to invest some capital wisely.”


      If Nestart wanted his water transportation system to see the light of day, he had to fulfill the most basic prerequisite of stabilizing the current trading routes. It made sense to advance the timetable of that step to match the opportunity Darc had given him.


      “Barl will accompany me and act as my bodyguard every time I take action as a merchant. That should make his dealings with the spies easier,” I said.


      “Understood. I’ll let him know.”


      I let my eyes fall back to the report Mireille had given me. “I have an idea far better than sending assassins after Van den Haak.”


      Despite being a crook, Van den Haak was the furthest thing from courageous. The man was scared of everything, and he was incredibly cautious. He didn’t like to make moves himself, and he preferred to rely on intelligence and use it to manipulate others.


      “But if I do proceed this way, I might run into a bit of an issue...” I whispered.


      The method I had in mind could bring harm to Van den Haak’s people. I personally didn’t care what happened to Haldorian subjects any longer, but that could count as a violation of the magic contract I’d signed with Roselia during the festival.


      “There’s a good chance it won’t count as a transgression of the magic contract because that’s not my primary goal, but since I’m aware that people getting hurt is a possible outcome, it’s still a gray zone...” I continued to mumble to myself.


      “Miss Ellie?”


      I was lost in thought for a moment, but then another idea came to me. I had a feeling that Mireille might object to it, but I absolutely needed her support for this plan, so I resolved to convince her somehow.


      ◆


      “What do you have planned today, Nes?” Arte asked as she and her brother walked toward the courtyard.


      “I asked Miss Ellie to help me practice magic.”


      “Her magic lessons are really helpful, aren’t they? Even though I only sit in on some of your lessons, I’ve still gone from barely managing ordinary magic to being able to use low-ranked spells.”


      “You’re right. I feel like my own control has improved a lot recently too.” Nestart could feel himself getting better, so he was always eager to train with Ellie. “Abel and the others also seem to approve of my practicing swordplay and magic.”


      The longer the history of a noble house, the more importance it usually placed on military arts such as magic and swordplay. That was because the influence that the head of a house commanded depended heavily on their personal strength. The same was true for Nestart. The more he trained and the stronger he got, the more authority House Hilgardie would wield in the future. As such, even the most worrywart of Nestart’s vassals—who loathed the idea of their lord getting hurt—never publicly disapproved of his training.


      “They support you growing stronger as a nobleman...”


      “Of course they do. So why the long face?”


      “Sometimes, when I look at Miss Ellie, it makes me wonder... Wouldn’t you be happier surrendering your title and living a normal life as a commoner instead of having to struggle so much?”


      “I... I’d be lying if I told you I’ve never considered the idea,” Nestart admitted.


      That thought weighed on both of the siblings as they arrived in the courtyard. Ellie and Mireille were already there.


      “Sorry for the wait,” Nestart said.


      “Not at all. We just finished setting up,” Ellie replied. She’d brought a small desk outside, and she’d placed the two potions she’d shown Nestart the other day on top of it.


      “Miss Ellie, those potions are...” Arte trailed off.


      “They are,” Ellie confirmed, knowing exactly what she wanted to ask. She picked up the purple vial and added, “This is the best way to develop the mana output required to obtain a Divine Artifact.”


      “But you said there were serious risks,” Arte replied.


      Ellie nodded. She had no intention of concealing the dangers. “Of course there are. Even if Nestart manages to control his mana, the process remains risky.” She then opened the vial and downed its contents to the last drop.


      “Miss Ellie?!” Arte exclaimed.


      Ellie groaned quietly, and the ambient temperature in the area abruptly dropped.


      “It’s dangerous, so please take a few steps back,” Mireille told Arte and Nestart.


      “Miss Mireille! Miss Ellie just...!” Arte shouted, shocked.


      “Miss Ellie drank the potion to demonstrate a mana rampage and show you the risks.”


      “What?!”


      “You don’t need to worry that much. This potion was made by the empire’s best doctor, the renowned Miss Yuuka. There shouldn’t be any severe aftereffects.” Despite her assertion, there was a hint of unease in Mireille’s eyes.


      Sharp spikes of ice sprouted all around Ellie in the center of the courtyard, and the ground around her started freezing over.
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      “What’s going on?!”


      Some of Nestart’s vassals barged into the courtyard, alarmed. The concentration of mana in the air was anything but normal. Nestart’s vassals weren’t particularly skilled sorcerers, but even they couldn’t help but sense that something was off. They hadn’t seen Ellie drink the potion, though, so they simply stared at her in confusion.


      A moment later, that considerable amount of mana returned to Ellie’s body.


      “Miss Ellie has regained full control over her rampaging mana,” Mireille explained.


      The temperature returned to normal, and the ice spikes vanished along with the thick layer of ice that had covered the ground.


      In the center of the courtyard, Ellie let out a long exhale. Sweat ran down the sides of her face, but other than that, she didn’t seem any different than usual. If the observers concentrated, though, they could feel the unusually dense mana emanating from her body.


      “Lord Nestart,” Ellie finally spoke up. “My mana output is currently cranked up to its maximum. This is what we call a state of perfect mana control. Once you’ve reached that step, you must overcome one last wall to create a Divine Artifact.”


      “Wh-What does that—”


      The mana overflowing from Ellie’s body gradually quieted down until she truly returned to normal. Ellie fell to her knees.


      “Miss Ellie!” Mireille exclaimed, rushing over to her.


      “A-Are you all right?” Nestart asked.


      “I’m fine. Intentionally inducing a mana rampage took a toll on my body, that’s all,” she replied. After Mireille helped her up, Ellie looked straight into Nestart’s eyes. “This is the foremost risk of this method. I’ve already achieved perfect mana control, yet you can see how exhausted I am. Please keep that in mind when making your choice.”


      Ellie was in no state to teach Nestart anything else today, so she returned to her room. Nestart reviewed their past lessons on his own while pondering whether he should take the potion.


      ◇


      The sky had only just started brightening when I opened my eyes. I groaned and brought a hand to my head. It hurt. I felt sick, and my consciousness was hazy like I was trapped in a thick, white mist.


      “Are you up, Miss Ellie?” Mireille asked, peeking down at me from my bedside.


      “Mireille... What...?”


      “You drank the potion and went on a mana rampage to show Lord Nestart, remember? You’ve been asleep ever since.”


      “Ah... Yes, the mana rampage...” That explained the disorder in my train of thought and the clouded consciousness. I suddenly gasped.


      “Is something wrong?” Mireille asked.


      “My right eye...” The right half of my field of vision was pitch black. “I can’t see out of it anymore.”


      “It’s likely a temporary sequela of the mana rampage.”


      “Yes... You must be right.” My mind wasn’t working properly, but for some reason, Mireille’s words made complete sense to me.


      “You’ve already mastered mana control, so I doubt that the blindness will persist. I’m sure your eyesight will return after your mana stabilizes,” Mireille said, handing me a vial.


      It was a potion to curb mana rampage. I drank it all in one gulp.


      “Please take today to rest,” she added.


      “I will. I didn’t think the aftereffects would be this strong...”


      I truly hadn’t expected this. The last time I’d gone on a mana rampage, when I’d obtained my Divine Artifact, I’d remained unconscious for three days. I had a hard time deciding which was worse between that and my current symptoms.


      I felt much better after spending the entire day in bed. The only issue was that I still hadn’t regained sight in my right eye.


      “Here, take this, Miss Ellie.”


      “An eye patch? Ah, it’s a magic item,” I said, feeling the traces of mana imbued in the fabric.


      Mireille procured it swiftly. “It has mild healing properties. It’s not much, but it might bring you some relief,” she said.


      “I see. Thank you.”


      Mireille placed the eye patch over my right eye and tied the straps behind my head. “How do you feel?” she asked.


      “Fine. There are no problems with my body, and my mana is flowing comfortably, so my eyesight should return soon.”


      I asked Mireille what Arte and Nestart were doing. She told me they were in the middle of work, so I asked her to request a meeting during their afternoon tea break.


      “Do you think Lord Nestart will want to use the potion now? I’m afraid your demonstration might have had the opposite effect.”


      “He will,” I said. “I’ve grown certain of it during our last few lessons. I still don’t know why, but Nestart is desperate for power. He wishes for strength beyond what he can obtain from basic, diligent training.”


      “I know you think there’s a high chance that Lord Nestart will obtain a Divine Artifact, but even if he does, we don’t stand to gain much from that, do we?”


      “I disagree. Tell me, Mireille, do you know what determines the ability of a Divine Artifact?”


      “It depends on the user’s nature and way of thinking, right?”


      “You’re correct, although their way of thinking is the most important element by far. As you know, the members of old houses have high odds of obtaining Divine Artifacts by using the methods devised by their ancestors. The royal household of Haldoria is a prime example of this.”


      Even leaving aside Bulat, who was an extraordinary genius, Friede and Adel both had Divine Artifacts. Their outstanding lineage had likely helped with that, but I also thought it was proof that the royal family’s training methods were reliable.


      “Adventurers also make up a large share of Divine Artifact users,” I added. “Have you ever noticed that the Divine Artifacts of nobles and adventurers follow very different trends?”


      “Different trends...? Divine Artifacts are all entirely unique, so how could there be—”


      “Yet there are,” I interrupted. “The sons and daughters of noble families train by following the precedents set by their successful predecessors. Because of that, they cannot help but picture the Divine Artifacts of their ancestors when the time to create their own comes.”


      Mireille’s eyes widened in astonishment.


      “Bulat’s Divine Artifact is called Glazermierch—the God of Thunder’s sword, while Friede’s is the God of Thunder’s spear. Sure, Friede’s is a spear, not a sword, and its power pales in comparison to Bulat’s, but it has the same basic ability: thunder attribute enhancement. I don’t have much information on Adel’s Divine Artifact, but I do know that it’s also an ability-enhancing weapon—though her attribute is wind,” I said.


      “Now that you put it that way, I do feel like most nobles have weapons that boost their use of different elements... Lord Lucas does as well, if I’m not mistaken.”


      “Well, elemental enhancements are easy to visualize,” I replied. “On the other hand, adventurers tend to have Divine Artifacts with very specialized abilities. That’s because most adventurers manifest their Divine Artifacts when their lives are in danger. As such, the power they envision is usually one tailored to the specific situation they’re in at that moment.”


      Elsa’s Spada della Fenice was one such Divine Artifact. While it did strengthen her skills, the way it did that greatly depended on the circumstances, making it a specialized ability-enhancing weapon. Yuu’s Period was different; I’d classify it as a specialized offensive type.


      “If we put aside rare cases like mine, I believe there’s a very high chance that the type of Divine Artifact one develops is heavily influenced by the process. In other words...”


      “One could aim for a specific type of Divine Artifact by meddling with the acquisition process,” Mireille said, finishing my thought.


      “It certainly might be possible.” I paused. “My Grimoire of Leviathan allows me to use any of the Divine Artifacts I’ve recorded, and Lord Nestart’s attribute is earth. If I guide him properly, I might obtain a trump card I can use against Bulat.”


      I intended to warp the fruits of Nestart’s effort and talent for the sake of my goal, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t benefit from it as well. I wasn’t going to make him develop a Divine Artifact for which he’d have no use. Besides, simply having one would be of tremendous help to him as a nobleman.




      Today, I’d be working on laying down Traitre’s roots in the barony. I headed to the Merchants’ Guild with Mireille and Barl. The local branch was right next to the Adventurers’ Guild, which I’d just visited with Nestart a few days prior.


      “Miss Ellie, where will we put our store in this city?” Mireille asked.


      “In the merchant district, like all the other big firms, obviously,” Barl said.


      “The merchant district would be the best place to conduct business, so I’d usually agree with you, Barl. However, I’m thinking of moving away from the city center this time,” I replied.


      “You want to set up shop on the outskirts?” Barl asked. “Calling it a slum might be pushing it, but that place is a lawless dump, you know? All of the people with close links to the kingdom drifted there after this territory passed to the empire.”


      “That is the place I have in mind, yes,” I said bluntly.


      Mireille did the explaining for me. “A large river flows just shy of the city wall to the north, so the northern outskirts are likely to become the starting point of the baron’s big project. In other words, that part of the city will become the economic center of the barony, sooner or later.”


      “Makes sense.”


      We were freely discussing highly classified information in the streets to make it easier for Van den Haak’s spies to track our movements. It was all a big performance meant to help Barl get closer to them later on. I had no doubt that Mireille and Barl could also feel the pairs of eyes trained on us as we walked down the street and finally arrived at the Merchants’ Guild.


      My first thought was that the local Merchants’ Guild felt almost dead.


      “There’s practically no one here,” Mireille noted.


      “And barely any delivery commissions posted,” Barl added. “I thought Darc’s little stunt had livened up the local economy.”


      “The economy of the barony is self-contained at the moment, so there just isn’t much for the Merchants’ Guild to do,” I said. The Merchants’ Guild fulfilled several purposes, but one of the most common ones was acting as an intermediary between merchants. “Because the local ecosystem is so closed off, there are practically no merchants from outside that sphere coming in to conduct business. That means there’s no need for introductions and there are no requests to help set up initial contracts. All the Merchants’ Guild can do under these circumstances is regulate ongoing deals and arbitrate disputes when they arise.”


      “Guess that explains why things are so slow here. But this was originally a location of the kingdom’s Merchants’ Guild, right? Decisions from above made it an imperial location out of the blue, but the people who work here must be quite annoyed with the current lord, don’t you think?” Barl asked.


      “The low-ranking employees kept their jobs when the kingdom ceded this guild to the empire, but the higher-ups with stronger ties to Haldoria were called back to the kingdom. That second group was the one reaping all of the benefits originally, so I doubt any of the people who remained here are particularly unhappy with the new status quo. For now, that is,” I replied.


      “The new people in charge came here on the orders of the imperial authorities, and they don’t seem particularly dissatisfied either,” Mireille said. “If the economy keeps stagnating, they’ll eventually return to the imperial capital and leave things for the local employees to sort out.”


      “Ah, so they’re an unmotivated bunch,” Barl snorted.


      “Not necessarily,” I said.


      My gaze swept from the empty commission board to the people working in the back. Most of them were twiddling their thumbs, but a few of them stood out. One was furiously jotting down notes on a piece of paper next to a tall pile of documents, and another had conspicuously dirty shoes despite his neat clothes.


      “It looks like a few of the people who came from the imperial capital have hope in this barony. After all, if they do a good job and turn the situation around, they’ll get to sit at the very top of this guild,” I added.


      “A couple of ambitious ones wanting to snatch a seat at the big table, huh?” Barl said.


      “Those who’ve given up are likely from noble families. Even if they return to the capital, they can still get ahead by relying on their houses’ prestige. The intermediate-level employees they brought along would only be returning to middling jobs if they returned, though. This is their chance to climb the ladder.”


      Depending on their character, these people could become Nestart’s allies. But I hadn’t come here as Nestart’s advisor. Today, I was just a merchant.


      “Excuse me,” I said, approaching the bored receptionist.


      “Huh?” She paused before getting a hold of herself. “Ah! Welcome! How may I help you?”


      She apparently hadn’t expected people who’d entered the guild to actually speak to her. That spoke volumes about its current state.


      “I’d like to start a business in this city. Could you please call the person in charge of registering firms?”


      “You want to...start a business...here? In the Hilgardie Barony?” She looked like she couldn’t believe what I’d just said.


      “Yes,” I replied with a smile.


      “D-Do excuse me for my discourtesy,” she blurted out. “So you’re starting an entirely new firm here, correct?”


      “Not quite. My firm’s headquarters is in the imperial capital, and I’m looking to open a new branch here.”


      “Oh, in the imperial capital. I see... In that case, you must already be affiliated with the guild. May I see your guild card, please?”


      “Of course.”


      I took it out and handed it to her. As soon as her gaze fell on it, she gasped. My guild card showed that I was one of the very few merchants in the empire with a Special License.


      “I apologize for not recognizing you, Miss Ellie Leis. I’ll call the person in charge immediately, so would you mind waiting in the second meeting room on the second floor?”


      People who held Special Licenses received favorable treatment but were expected to significantly contribute to the profitability of the imperial economy in exchange. In other words, my Special License symbolized my business acumen and proved I was a very competent merchant. Naturally, that came with a certain influence—or rather, a certain authority. Mine was not on par with the authority the council or the higher-ups of the imperial capital’s guild commanded, but it was still enough for the employees of a regional guild to know not to cross me in any way.


      “I don’t mind at all,” I replied, taking back my guild card.


      I went upstairs with Mireille and Barl. There were a few meeting rooms on the second floor that were enchanted with soundproof magic for business negotiations. The guild rented them to important merchants and used them for internal meetings that required some level of secrecy. We quickly found the second meeting room and entered. After a short while, someone knocked on the door. I told them to come in, and a man walked in. He was the one I’d pointed out earlier with the tall pile of documents on his desk.


      “I’m sorry for the wait. I’m Walter, in charge of firm management.”


      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Walter.”


      He sat down opposite me and spread several documents on the table. “I’ve heard that you’re interested in setting up a business in the barony, Miss Leis. A branch of Traitre, the firm you’re managing in the capital, correct?”


      “Not quite,” I replied. “I do intend on opening a Traitre branch in the barony eventually, but for now, I’d like to open a branch of Enfer, my secondary business under Traitre.”


      Traitre mostly dealt in high-quality cosmetics for noblewomen. Such a store wouldn’t make me much profit in the barony, considering its current state. Enfer, on the other hand, targeted commoners. Once the Hilgaride Barony became an important trade hub, I’d open a Traitre branch as well. Until then, I’d use Enfer to spread my roots in the area.


      Walter seemed to understand my train of thought without further explanation, and he nodded. “I see. I did feel like the Traitre Commercial Firm’s products weren’t in line with local needs. Let’s move on to my next question, then. Have you already decided on a building to register?”


      “Not yet. In fact, I was hoping to discuss this with the guild.”


      “Of course. Allow me to show you the buildings we currently manage at the guild, then.” Walter slid a couple of documents across the table. “These are the ones I’d recommend. They’re all located in the merchant district and used to belong to large companies from the kingdom that stopped their activities in the region when the barony became part of the empire.”


      “That’s a good location, but I’m more interested in the northern outskirts.”


      “The outskirts?! But—”


      “Yes, I’m aware that public order there is poor. But that remains the ideal place, given the future I envision for my company.”


      Walter paused. “I see... You’re an experienced merchant, so you must know what you’re doing. Please allow me to go look for properties I can show you in the north of the city.” He stood up and left the room.


      “He hasn’t asked you why you were so interested in the northern outskirts,” Mireille said.


      “He seemed curious, but he knew not to pry, given my status as a Special License holder and advisor to the baron. He’s a promising man.”


      Knowing how to sense danger and keep out of it was a rare talent. It couldn’t hurt to remember his name.


      “I’m sorry for the wait,” Walter said, coming back quickly with a new document in his hands. He handed it to me immediately. “This is one of the buildings we currently manage in the northern outskirts that is on the larger side. Knowing the scope of your businesses, I figured you’d need something at least this big.”


      “A good assumption,” I replied.


      I took a look at the document. The building was big, with enough space for drawing rooms for negotiations, offices, and a vehicle storage building big enough for multiple carriages and wagons. It also had a storehouse for goods.


      “It looks good on paper,” I said. “May I visit it before deciding?”


      “Of course, miss.”


      “Let’s continue the registration with this as my prospective store, then.”


      “Understood.”


      It wasn’t normally possible to use an address for a registration unless you actually owned or rented the building, but he was being flexible on behalf of my Special License. We agreed to make this official after I saw the building with my own two eyes and confirmed I was happy with it, and we signed a provisional contract for the time being.


      ◆


      A small carriage adorned with subtle, tasteful ornamentation stopped in front of one of the largest firms in the feudal capital of the Lebrick Margravate. A group of employees had come out to welcome the carriage, and Lunoa smiled at them as she disembarked.


      She followed them to a drawing room where she found the man she’d come to see: the chair of the Lent Commercial Firm.


      “Welcome, Miss Carlton.”


      “Thank you for making time for me today, Mr. Lent.”


      Lunoa had traded her twin low-braided ponytails for a hairstyle that closely resembled Ellie’s—a half-up, half-down coiffure with two narrow braids tied back and the rest of her hair down. It made her look a little more mature than usual.


      “Tell me, Miss Carlton, what brings you here today? I was told you were interested in discussing a deal with me, but my firm mostly handles ores and monster materials used to make weapons. I’m not sure any of our products could be of interest to Traitre, considering your focus on cosmetics.”


      “You’re absolutely correct, Mr. Lent. I haven’t come to you today as an employee of Traitre but rather as an independent merchant.”
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      Lent’s expression grew slightly colder at Lunoa’s declaration. It stood to reason: So far, Lent had been treating Lunoa as an equal despite her youth and inexperience because she worked for the firm of Ellie Leis, a Special License holder. But now she was now telling him that she wanted to make a deal with him as an individual—an unknown merchant with no achievements to speak of. Of course, Lunoa understood that too.


      “I apologize for using my position to secure a meeting with you,” she said.


      “There’s no cause for apology. The appointment request was in your name, with no mention of Traitre. I made the mistake of assuming it had to do with the firm. Even if you hoped for that outcome, you didn’t lie. It’s solely my fault that I didn’t see this coming, so I suppose I can at least hear you out now that you’re here,” Lent replied.


      He smiled as though the situation amused him. Lunoa had anticipated that too. Lent loved games and gambling. She’d assumed that if she’d bested him, he’d at least listen to her as a reward, and she’d been right.


      “So, what did you want to talk about, Miss Carlton?”


      “The circulation of goods between the Lebrick Margravate and the imperial capital.”


      “Go on.”


      “At the moment, your firm transports the largest volume of goods between the margravate and the capital,” Lunoa said. She took a sip of tea to conceal her nervousness before continuing. “Every trip is tremendously costly due to the running costs of horses and wagons and the need to pay for guards, is it not? The business I’m planning to launch will offer to take responsibility for distribution in place of other firms.”


      “You’d take full responsibility for distribution?”


      “Yes. As things stand, every firm handles its own guards, horses, and wagons. I’m interested in setting up a company that will take care of transportation from start to finish with exclusive guards, horses, and wagons.”


      “That’s an interesting idea. But as you just mentioned, transportation costs are high. How do you plan to deal with that?”


      “By taking on commissions from several companies at once. Transporting in bulk would allow me to greatly reduce the price of the service for each company individually.” Lunoa took out the estimates she’d calculated and showed the numbers to Lent.


      “I’m starting to see the idea, and it sounds promising, but I’m not sure I understand why you came to me specifically.”


      “You’ve overseen the transportation of large volumes of goods over the years. I’d like for you to share your connections and expertise with me,” Lunoa said.


      “There’s something in it for me too, I assume.”


      “Of course. If you agree, I’ll naturally pay you for the information you provide, and I’ll also offer you preferential treatment when I start my business.”


      Lent thought about it for a moment. Lunoa’s terms weren’t bad. All he needed to provide was his connections and know-how, not anything material. If Lunoa failed, she would shoulder all of the losses, but if she succeeded, he’d be able to secure a favorable contract with her and benefit greatly.


      “All right. I’ll bite. However, for the time being I’ll teach you what I know. If the way your enterprise progresses satisfies me, then I’ll share my contacts with you. Are those terms good enough?”


      “Yes! Absolutely!”


      Lunoa took out the magic contract she’d brought with her, and the two of them signed it.




      Lent watched Lunoa board her carriage from the window of the drawing room and smiled.


      “Are you sure you should have signed that, sir?” one of Lent’s subordinates asked.


      “Sure. It was a small price to pay to earn the gratitude of a girl on such good terms with the Ellie Leis.”


      Lent watched Lunoa’s carriage go past the gates and pull out onto the street before turning to his subordinate.


      Lent had already looked into Lunoa’s position at Ellie’s firm. “Miss Carlton seems to have a very close relationship with Miss Leis. In fact, I’m assuming that project she’s working on is an assignment Miss Leis gave her.”


      “An assignment?”


      “Some merchants like to challenge their disciples or heirs this way. It’s a good way to gain experience, after all. I don’t know what exactly Miss Leis has told her, but Miss Carlton’s current business plan is a little rough around the edges. That’s proof her boss isn’t directly involved. My best guess is that Miss Leis just asked her to build a company from the ground up, and this is what Miss Carlton came up with.”


      “In other words, your real goal is to create a connection with Ellie Leis, regardless of Miss Carlton’s success or failure.”


      “No, I wouldn’t say that’s my main goal,” Lent said. “If she does make it work, I’ll be able to cut transportation costs substantially.”


      “I doubt she will...”


      “Gambling on the underdog makes victory even sweeter, don’t you think?”


      “Underdogs are underdogs because they seldom win, sir.”


      “Ha ha! Fair point.”


      Lent was in a great mood after placing a large bet on an unlikely contender, and he opened a bottle of wine. For a tiny investment, he’d at the very least get a small connection to Ellie Leis. If he hit the jackpot, though, he’d get to save tremendous amounts of money on transportation. As far as Lent was concerned, there was nothing to lose in earning Lunoa’s gratitude.




      “I’m sure that’s what he’s thinking right about now,” Lunoa whispered to herself as the carriage departed from the Lent Commercial Firm.


      Negotiating with a man in a much higher position had taken quite the toll on her. She was exhausted, and she gulped down fruit-infused water from a waterskin.


      “I cleared the first hurdle by relying on Miss Ellie’s influence, but things won’t always go this smoothly...”


      Lunoa was well aware that she’d only gotten that contract signed thanks to Ellie. There was a saying about how lizards made themselves more threatening by staying close to a dragon’s nest. That was exactly what Lunoa was doing. She’d used everything she could: Lent’s personality and greed, her relationship with Ellie, and her own position within Traitre—just like Ellie had taught her to.


      “I know it won’t be as easy next time...”


      Lunoa let her finger trail over the date and place of her next meeting, just one month away. She’d only managed to secure a meeting with this man by using Ellie’s backing implicitly.


      “To get my company started, I need this to succeed... I absolutely need to convince Lord Lebrick...”


      After returning from her appointment with Lent, Lunoa quickly wrapped up the rest of her work for Traitre. Then, she started preparing in earnest for her negotiations with Lucas.


      ◇


      I took a look at the documents that Nestart had just handed me.


      “You’ve ordered surveys of the monsters and rivers, and the list of potential staging posts you’ve established looks good to me. There are no problems here,” I said.


      “Thank you. I hope I’ll finally be able to convince my vassals during the next meeting,” Nestart replied.


      “You have a good shot at convincing them as long as you don’t relinquish control over the conversation.”


      While Nestart’s vassals were technically his subordinates, they were experienced civil officers, and Nestart often lost his nerve when he spoke with them. He tried to choose strong words to show his determination and hide his nervousness, but that wasn’t always effective.


      He needs a little push, doesn’t he?


      “Lord Nestart. Don’t forget that these documents aren’t your only weapon.”


      “Huh?”


      “You don’t have to rely solely on documents you’ve produced yourself. The people and the things around you, your keen observations, your growing influence... Use anything you can think of.”


      Nestart seemed to understand what I was getting at, but he looked perplexed. “But other people and their possessions aren’t mine to control.”


      “It doesn’t matter if you can’t actually make use of those things. If you can give others the illusion that you do control them, that already puts you at an advantage. It’s important to make it look like you hold those cards in your hand, even if they’re in fact harmless.”


      Nestart nodded. My words seemed to have given him food for thought. He’d likely reach his own conclusion if he pondered this for a while.


      Unfortunately, Abel burst into the room and dashed my hopes of giving Nestart the space to process his options quietly.


      “My lord!”


      Nestart noticed the urgency in his tone. Instead of blaming him for the sudden interruption, he asked, “What’s wrong, Abel?”


      “Well... A guest has arrived for you,” he replied through gritted teeth. It was clear from his behavior that the visitor was an unwanted one.


      “Who?” Nestart asked after a pause.


      “Lord George.”


      Nestart clicked his tongue.


      I didn’t know who Lord George was. I glanced at Mireille, and she shook her head to signal that she had no idea either. The fact that neither of us had heard his name meant that he wasn’t the lord of a neighboring territory or a man of importance from the barony.


      “Lord Nestart?” I said quizzically, hoping to get an explanation.


      “Ah, sorry... Lord George has visited several times to negotiate with me.”


      “Which family is he from?”


      “House Merck. He’s the viscount’s third son.”


      “That’s one of the families under House Elkrinde, correct?”


      “Yes.”


      I hadn’t bothered to look up the names of all the sons of the houses under Count Elkrinde’s thumb.


      “Have you shown Lord George to the drawing room, Abel?”


      “Yes.”


      “All right. I’ll go to him immediately.”


      As he began walking away, I stopped him. “Lord Nestart. May we accompany you to that meeting?”




      Abel opened the door, and Nestart entered the drawing room. I followed behind him with Mireille, keeping a nonchalant look on my face. Inside the room was a young man with the typical smile of a nobleman plastered on his face.


      “I apologize for the wait, Lord George,” Nestart said. “I wasn’t expecting your visit, so I do hope you’ll forgive me for failing to host you properly.”


      George laughed. “There’s no need to fuss over me, Baron Hilgardie. I’ve received more than enough, the same as always,” he said, picking up his cup of tea and showing it to Nestart.


      This exchange made me feel a little nostalgic for the verbal fencing of high society. Nestart had more or less told him, “I don’t care to host a rude man who doesn’t even know how to make an appointment properly,” while George had fought back with a sardonic “There’s no difference in quality even when you’re prepared.”


      “I’m relieved you feel this way,” Nestart said, sitting down on the sofa opposite George.


      Abel, Mireille, and I stood behind him. George’s gaze stopped on me, and he looked puzzled for a moment. He must have wondered who we were and why we were in the room with them.


      “Who is this beautiful lady, Baron Hilgardie? She doesn’t seem to be one of your maids.”


      “This is Ellie Leis,” Nestart replied. “She’s a merchant serving as my advisor. I met her through my sister and hired her recently.”


      “Oh, so she’s an acquaintance of Lady Arte’s,” George said, his fake smile broadening.


      “Thank you for introducing me, Baron Hilgardie. Ellie Leis, at your service,” I said.


      I curtsied like a proper lady, and George gasped. “Y-You’re quite something, miss. I see why the baron hired you. You carry yourself just like a lady from an important noble family.”


      “You honor me with your praise,” I replied.


      That reaction confirmed it. George didn’t know me at all. He hadn’t recognized me as the lady of a Haldorian ducal house, and he hadn’t reacted to my current name either, which meant he had no idea I was a Special License holder and a renowned merchant of the empire. Either he had no interest in business whatsoever, or he was such a powerless man that he had no way to gather information.


      After nodding at me, George returned his attention to Nestart. “Let us move on to the main topic. I’ve come for the same reason as always—to inquire about my master Count Elkrinde’s proposal.”


      “I seem to remember officially declining it,” Nestart said.


      “Oh my, are you quite certain? Count Elkrinde hasn’t said a thing about that. Well, even if you previously refused, I’m sure you’ve changed your mind by now, haven’t you?” George asked as if to provoke him.


      No, it wasn’t “as if.” He was actively trying to get a rise out of Nestart. I wondered what he was hoping to gain by angering the young lord.


      “My answer hasn’t changed.”


      “Why? I’m sure you understand how dire the situation is in your barony. The best way to overcome this crisis is to seek the support of a powerful noble. Besides, Lady Arte could go from being the daughter of a baron to being a countess. That’s a great opportunity, don’t you think?”


      George was right. This was the traditional approach to ducal difficulties. The fact that Nestart kept rejecting this opportunity had to mean, as I’d surmised, that he had a good reason to refuse to join hands with Count Elkrinde. Despite his young age, Nestart had a firm grasp on his responsibilities as the lord of a territory, and he accepted the good and the bad of his noble status. And yet, he remained staunchly opposed to this marriage. His distrust of Count Elkrinde couldn’t just be based on a hunch. He seemed to suspect the count of something, and he was certain—or almost certain at the very least—that he was right.


      While I pondered the situation, George kept trying to force Nestart into agreeing to the match while the latter kept dodging. George seemed to be relatively used to this sort of negotiation, and he laid down traps with every sentence. Unfortunately for him, I’d hammered the basics of noble conversation into Nestart throughout our daily exchanges. Thanks to that, he skillfully avoided George’s attempts to trick him into giving his approval.


      “It sounds like I won’t get the answer I was hoping for today,” George eventually said.


      “I apologize for failing to live up to your expectations,” Nestart replied.


      “Do you, now? Anyway...” George’s eyes wandered from Nestart to me. “Miss Merchant, what would you think about having a meal with me sometime?”


      “Oh my. A meal, you say?”


      “You can’t be getting much out of a deal with a baron. How about I introduce you to Count Elkrinde instead? I’d be happy to do so if you spend the night with me after our meal. If you serve me well, that is.”


      “Lord George!” Nestart cried out in indignation.


      “Is something the matter, Baron Hilgardie?” George taunted.


      “She’s my advisor!”


      “How is that relevant? An advisor isn’t a vassal. Merchants are free to go wherever the profit lies, are they not?” George smirked. “She’s a woman counseling nobles. She must know how to please lords, don’t you think?”


      I could feel Mireille’s silent bloodlust next to me. Before it could explode, Nestart raised his voice.


      “Stop this instant! Lord George, do you intend to keep on insulting a merchant under my house’s protection?!”


      Oh dear. This isn’t good.


      George’s goal truly was to provoke Nestart, and he was succeeding. The young boy had flushed red from anger and risen from his seat, but George looked satisfied. He must have been hoping for this from the start.


      “Lord Nestart.”


      Nestart looked like he was about to issue a strong rebuke, but he fell silent the second I called his name.


      George likely intended to cause a scene and put the blame on Nestart so he could force him to take responsibility. Nestart was only a baron, but the third son of a viscount trying something like this against a titled lord would certainly be frowned upon in high society. George was either very loyal to his master, the count, or he’d been promised a reward worth throwing away his reputation. I supposed it was also possible that the count was holding something over him. Either way, it had nothing to do with me.


      “You make the funniest of jokes, Lord George,” I said.


      “You think I’m jesting?”


      “Why, yes. Or do you perhaps mean to say that Count Elkrinde chooses the merchants with whom he works based on their performance in bed?”


      “Perhaps. All I can say is that if you satisfy me, I’ll recommend you warmly. The count will do business with you, then.”


      “How amusing. Do you seriously think I’d give up my body to do business with a mere count?” I said, feigning outrage.


      George snorted. “You sure have a big mouth for a small-time merchant working with a puny baron. Careful, your words could be taken as an insult to Count Elkrinde.”


      My argumentative tone lured him into raising his voice, and the speed at which I was answering pushed him to speak faster. He was uneasy and growing emotional. The merchant he thought he could easily control by waving around the count’s authority was now talking back to him. He hadn’t expected that, and I could tell he felt like this conversation was turning into more than he’d bargained for.


      “You’ve come here as Count Elkrinde’s representative. This means your words are his own. I’m afraid I can’t let such an affront go unanswered. Mireille.”


      “Yes, miss?”


      “Do we conduct dealings with any firms in Elkrinde County?”


      “We do. Our main business partners are the Elmar Commercial Firm, the Biri Commercial Firm, and the Roisas Commercial Firm. In addition to that, we’ve had direct dealings with House Elkrinde itself on several occasions.”


      “I see. Make sure we do not sign off on any further deals from today onward.”


      “As you wish.”


      “What?!”


      The firms Mireille had listed were some of the largest and most influential companies in Elkrinde County. Neither Traitre nor Enfer was as large as any of those businesses, but we did sell our products to them. We also sold directly to House Elkrinde. Though the current head was unmarried, he had female family members who adored Traitre’s products.


      “Stop bluffing,” George shot back. “None of the firms in Elkrinde County have significant dealings with any of the firms in the barony...”


      “Ah, I forgot to say that I’m the chair of the Traitre Commercial Firm, which mainly operates in the imperial capital.”


      “The Traitre Commercial Firm? I’ve heard that name before... Wait...” George’s face paled as he came to a realization. My name hadn’t rung a bell, but it seemed he’d at least heard of Traitre.


      “Now then, Lord Nestart, I shall excuse myself.”


      “Oh, of course,” Nestart replied.


      “W-Wait!”


      I ignored George and returned to my room with Mireille.


      “Contact Gazaru for me, Mireille. I want him to look into the relationship between House Elkrinde and House Hilgardie once more.”


      “I’ll get right on it. What should I do about Elkrinde County?”


      “What I said earlier. Write to all the firms with whom we’ve previously worked and explain to them in detail why we won’t be collaborating with them anymore. Count Elkrinde will apologize soon enough. He’ll tell us George said all that without consulting him, and he’ll cut him off. When that happens, we’ll resume business as usual.”


      Had I been an ordinary merchant, Count Elkrinde would have had a shot at forcing my hand, but I was a Special License holder. People from all over the empire had their eyes on my firm’s activities. If he allowed everyone to notice that I’d cut his domain off, they’d start wondering why, and he’d lose credibility. As the lord of a territory, he’d likely try his best to avoid that.


      ◇


      That afternoon, Nestart invited me to have a cup of tea with him.


      “I apologize, Miss Ellie. It must have been very unpleasant for you.”


      “Don’t worry about me. This sort of thing happens all the time when you’re a woman in business.”


      Nestart cast his eyes downward. “I asked you to teach me how to behave like a proper nobleman, even though that goes far beyond your responsibilities as a merchant, and yet I still allowed him to get a rise out of me. He would have gotten what he wanted if you hadn’t helped me calm down.”


      “If you know what you did wrong, I have nothing further to add. Oh, and I have only been correcting your behavior from the point of view of a merchant, nothing more.”


      That wasn’t exactly true, but we still had to keep up appearances.


      Nestart kept his eyes down in silence for a while. Eventually, he lifted his face and looked straight at me. “Miss Ellie, I’m thinking of doing that training with the potion.”


      “Are you sure? It might sound strange coming from me, since I’m the one who brought up the idea, but you mustn’t forget how dangerous it is.”


      Nestart focused on the eye patch covering my right eye. “I’m aware. You showed me that by putting your own body on the line. But I also know this is a necessary step I must take.”


      “All right. We’ll start training with this goal in mind tomorrow. It will be demanding, so rest as much as you can today.”


      “Thank you.”


      “Ah! Actually, tomorrow won’t do. It slipped my mind for a moment, but you’ve planned a meeting with your vassals, haven’t you?”


      “Oh! That’s true.”


      “Magic training will have to wait. For now, focus on preparing for that meeting, and make sure to convince your vassals.”


      “I will.”




      Just like last time, I sat down in a corner of the room to observe the meeting. I watched as Nestart, papers in hand, got ready to persuade the vassals whose support he critically needed.


      “Please take a look at these documents I’ve compiled,” Nestart began. “You’ll find a survey on the distribution of monsters in the region conducted by the Adventurers’ Guild, as well as a list of bandit-related incidents along the main roads of the barony.”


      Nestart’s military advisor hummed and rested his chin in his hands as he read through the pages. “That distribution map is well-made. But as we feared, there are many powerful aquatic monsters in the area. Your water transportation project truly appears impossible to accomplish.”


      “Take a closer look,” Nestart said, holding up a page for his vassals to look at. “Specifically, at the types of aquatic monsters. There are five main species along the route I plan to use: kelpies, river goblins, alligator drakes, aqua spheres, and splash bulls. The only two that pose a threat are alligator drakes and aqua spheres.”


      Alligator drakes were large monsters with tough scales. They used to be considered low-ranking dragonkind monsters, which was why they’d been named alligator drakes. However, researchers had long since concluded that wasn’t the case, and they’d reclassified the species as reptiles. Aqua spheres, on the other hand, belonged to the realm of spirits. Physical attacks didn’t work on them, which made them a little difficult to deal with.


      The Adventurers’ Guild had designated both of these creatures as Rank B monsters, but there were sometimes particularly powerful individuals that counted as Rank A.


      “Eradicating these two species won’t be too difficult. They’re powerful monsters, but high-ranking adventuring parties are very much capable of defeating them.”


      The military advisor focused on the document as he turned Nestart’s words over in his mind.


      In the meantime, Nestart addressed his financial advisor. “In addition, there won’t be any more budgeting issues. I’ve found myself with ample funds for this project after sorting through my grandfather’s treasures.”


      The guns Nestart had sold Darc were part of his grandfather’s private collection, which he had inherited as a personal asset. That meant the money he’d made from the sale was not part of his house’s estate but belonged to him personally.


      “If you intend to use your private funds, I agree that this will not put undue pressure on the barony’s budget and will not impact ongoing policies,” the advisor said.


      Nestart nodded. “I don’t intend on moving forward with this project all at once. I’m still not in a position to negotiate with the lords of other territories, after all. For the time being, my first objective will be to rid the rivers of the monsters I mentioned earlier within the borders of the Hilgardie barony. While they aren’t common, there are a few alligator drakes and aqua spheres we can eliminate.”


      “Even if the rest of the project never sees the light of day, that will still make this territory safer,” the military advisor said.


      “I see no reason to object as long as the barony’s budget remains sound,” the financial advisor added.


      “All right. Is anyone against me ensuring the safety of the rivers of the Hilgardie Barony and the land in their vicinity as the first step to my water transportation project?”


      Nestart had preemptively crushed any reasons they might have had to oppose his actions. Even if his vassals weren’t actively in favor, they couldn’t object any longer.


      Just like that, the water transportation project spearheaded by the young Baron Hilgardie started in earnest.


      ◇◆☆◆◇


      While the head of House Hilgardie, Lord Nest■■, had resolved the budgeting issue by selling off some of his private assets, the fact remained that powerful monsters dwelled in the rivers, and he had yet to tackle negotiations with the lords of other territories. Regardless, the water transportation project started.


      Hereinafter is a list of the future ■■■■■ Lord Nestart listed in today’s meeting:




      * Research how to set up and maintain supply bases, and manage the rivers.


      * Use the thus-acquired expertise to negotiate with other lords.


      * Manage the rivers and set up supply bases in other territories.


      * Secure ■■■■■ and manpower, and accumulate stock.




      I cannot say how well these steps will go, but I believe this to be a good learning experience for our young lord.


      Participants of the second Hilgardie water transportation project meeting:


      Lord: Nestart Hilga■■e


      Guardian: Ar■■ Hilgardie


      Military Advisor: G■■tz Blue


      Financial Advisor: Len■ Pit■


      Observer: ■■■■e ■■i■ (Time-related deterioration has made this name impossible to decipher.)




      Excerpt from the personal records of Horakle Krinia, civil official and clerk in the service of House Hilgardie

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Beginning of the Water Transportation Project


      After finally gaining the approval of his vassals, Nestart was able to launch his water transportation project. The first step went off without a hitch, as the hired adventurers had no trouble handling the monster eradication missions.


      As the lord of a territory and the executive manager of this project, Nestart had much to do, and he spent most of his time in his office, running numbers and checking on documents.


      Things were hectic in the Hilgardie residence, but I sat calmly in the office Nestart had provided to me. I sipped a nice cup of the tea Mireille had brewed while signing documents that had arrived from the capital.


      “Lord Nestart has to go to a last-minute meeting at the Adventurers’ Guild this afternoon,” Mireille told me.


      “I see. It looks like he won’t be able to make time for training today.”


      “Indeed. He should be able to spare more time after he gets the ball rolling.”


      “We shall focus on our own affairs in the meantime, then.”


      “Speaking of our affairs... Please take a look at this,” she said, handing me a piece of paper.


      “What is it?” I asked, accepting it.


      The document had to do with the Enfer store we were planning to open in the barony. More specifically, it concerned our recruitment.


      “That’s...” I trailed off, skimming the page once more.


      “Strange, don’t you think?” Mireille asked.


      I intended to bring people over from the imperial capital for management roles, but I was currently recruiting staff to work under them here in the barony. What was unusual was that we’d already gotten more than enough applications.


      “The salary we’re offering isn’t all that high, though, is it?” I asked.


      “It isn’t. We took into consideration the potential impact on the barony’s economy and adjusted our rate to the market. The wage we’re offering is only slightly above average. Enfer isn’t a particularly well-known name, so the sheer number of applicants is definitely peculiar. Enfer might be Traitre’s sister company, but we haven’t advertised that, so almost no one should know that both are managed by you, a Special License holder.”


      “Even if we hadn’t kept that piece of information under wraps, it would still be strange for the average person to have heard it. I can’t imagine the citizens of a rural barony keeping track of the names of the firms of the imperial capital and their respective backers.”


      “In other words, the applicants...”


      “Have heard of the water transportation project, even though it has yet to be made public.” I finished for her. “Either that or they know I’m the person in charge of Enfer. Of course, that’s not the case for all of them, I assume.”


      There had to be some people who’d heard that my firm was hiring entirely by chance and had applied simply because they needed a job.


      “What should I do?” Mireille asked. “I could reject all the suspicious applicants and only hire the people who don’t seem linked to anyone.” People who boasted long careers and even experience abroad would be the most suspect.


      “Let’s get in touch with Barl first. The applicants with unnaturally spectacular résumés are likely Van den Haak’s people. Have Barl confirm that for you.”


      “Understood.”


      “Barl can tell the spies I got suspicious of the applicants with a stellar track record, and he can then offer to help them out by convincing me to hire them.”


      “I see. You plan to use this to help Barl gain their trust.”


      “Well, it is the perfect opportunity to control the information I give to them.”


      “I’ll take care of this without delay, miss.”


      I trusted Barl to play those spies the right way and get information out of them while feeding them useless and false intel.


      “That settles it for the employees. How is the work on the building going?” I asked.


      “Well, the repairs finished the other day, and I’ve hired a landscaper Lady Arte recommended to get the front garden into shape.”


      “And the storefront?”


      “No issues on that side either. I’ve also ordered furniture from a local company.”


      “Good work.”


      After praising Mireille, I organized the papers I’d been working on in a folder and put them away in a drawer. “That’s enough work for today. Lord Nestart is busy, so I suppose I’ll take the time to write Alice a letter.”


      “I’ll go contact Barl, then.”


      “Perfect. Feel free to rest after that.”


      “Thank you, miss.”


      After Mireille left, I opened another drawer and took out letter paper and ink.


      ◆


      A thin, nervous-looking man sat on a high-end leather chair behind a large desk in a luxurious yet tastefully decorated room. The man was Wilson van den Haak, a viscount by appointment of the King of Haldoria and ruler of the Haldorian territory closest to the Hilgardie Barony.


      “H-Hey! How are things progressing in the Hilgardie Barony?!” he asked.


      “Well, my lord, our spies have successfully made contact with that merchant’s bodyguard.”


      “A-Are you sure that man can be trusted? You said the merchant was the head of the Traitre Commercial Firm, right? She’s a Special License holder, isn’t she? W-Won’t that man betray us for her?”


      “There’s no cause for worry. I’ve ordered our spies not to give that man a single piece of information on us. Apparently, Ellie Leis trusts that bodyguard of hers quite a bit. She brings him everywhere she goes when she works as a merchant. Thanks to him, several of our spies have been able to infiltrate her new store. There haven’t been any issues so far. We can continue using him so long as we pay him handsomely.”


      “I see... That’s good, but don’t lower your guard. Make sure our people keep their eyes on him at all times. If it looks like he’s feeding Ellie Leis any information on us, get rid of him immediately,” Wilson ordered.


      “As you command,” the butler answered, peering at the viscount through his monocle. He bowed politely.


      Wilson ignored him entirely. He was too busy biting his nails anxiously.


      “Wh-Why has it even turned into such a mess?” Wilson mumbled to himself. “Destroying a tiny barony should have been a piece of cake, so how?! That brat has even gotten started on his ridiculous pipe dream of a project...”


      “My lord.”


      “What?”


      “You-know-who will arrive soon.”


      “Oh! That’s right! Make sure everything is ready!”


      “Of course.”




      Before long, a messenger arrived to inform Wilson that his guest was almost there. Wilson fixed his clothes and quickly gathered his domestics. All of them hurried to the entrance to wait for the guest’s arrival. Moments later, the door opened, and a man followed the butler into the residence. He was getting on in years, but his pace was assured and vigorous. He had the bearing of a veteran knight.


      “Welcome, Your Grace,” Wilson greeted him with a smile.


      “I haven’t seen you in a long time. Have you been well, Wilson?” the man asked, keeping a neutral expression as he shook the hand Wilson extended toward him.


      Edward Wanard was the previous head of House Warnard, a family who ruled over a large marquessate in the south of the kingdom. He’d also served as the minister of foreign affairs in the palace. Despite having passed down his title to his son, Edward was still a very influential figure in high society for his greatest achievement—having signed a ceasefire with the empire after years of war.


      Wilson waved all his servants away except for his butler before leading Edward to a drawing room.


      “So?” Edward asked immediately after they sat down, without bothering with small talk.


      Wilson knew exactly why Edward had come and what he wanted to talk about, but things weren’t going as planned, and he didn’t have a satisfactory answer to give him.


      “W-We’ve run into a small issue...” he trailed off, his eyes wandering awkwardly.


      “What issue? Explain, Jild.”


      Edward had directed his question at the butler rather than at Wilson. Jild had come to the Van den Haak Viscounty on the orders of Edward himself after Friede’s blunder had forced Haldoria to cede land to the empire. He’d originally been Edward’s subordinate, and now he managed Wilson’s underlings on Edward’s behalf.


      “Our men haven’t been able to progress further after completing the first sixty percent of the work.”


      “Why?”


      “The person responsible for this appears to be the female merchant whom Baron Hilgardie has recently welcomed into his service. She has been preventing the barony’s economy from declining further, and she is helping the baron work on a new project in collaboration with Marquess Hephaest.”


      “What have you been doing? Someone like you shouldn’t be struggling against a mere merchant.”


      “I have no excuse,” Jild replied. He held out a stack of documents.


      Edward sighed as he took them, but when he started reading through their contents, he gasped. “What?!”


      “I-Is something the matter?” Wilson asked.


      “Wilson, are you certain that this Ellie Leis is the merchant advising Baron Hilgardie?”


      “Y-Yes. My spies have made contact with one of Traitre’s guards and have successfully bribed him.”


      “Have your people wash their hands of that man immediately. The spies whose faces he’s seen must leave the barony immediately... No. Dispose of them. Just in case.”


      “Wh-Why? I did worry that the bodyguard might double-cross us, but...”


      “This bodyguard you speak of—he’s a tall, rough-looking man, isn’t he?”


      Wilson turned to Jild, seeking confirmation. The butler had turned pale, and rivulets of cold sweat ran down the sides of his face. “That is the description I’ve been given.”


      “There’s no mistake, then. That merchant is none other than Elizabeth Leiston.”


      “Elizabeth?!”


      “I’ve only uncovered this piece of information very recently,” Edward said. “After fleeing the kingdom, Lady Elizabeth went to the empire. There, she took on the name of Ellie Leis and started a business. According to what I’ve heard, she’s even obtained a Special License, a certification seldom awarded in the empire. The bodyguard you mentioned, Barl, must be the man who took care of Lady Elizabeth’s underground dealings while she was still in Haldoria. I’ve only seen him a handful of times, but he’s stronger than Lady Elizabeth herself and is anything but a fool. He’s a dangerous man.”


      Edward now backed Friede, but he’d once been a supporter of Elizabeth—and been one of the key figures who’d guided the kingdom. If someone like Edward was that wary of Barl, what sort of man could he be? Wilson trembled at the thought.


      “I can’t believe it... Why haven’t we heard of this before?” Wilson asked.


      “Someone must have prevented the information from spreading. She’s been making such flashy moves, yet not a single rumor has reached us until recently. That means someone in the kingdom, someone in a very high position, is covering for her.”


      “Someone in a very high position... But His Majesty is actively searching for Lady Elizabeth, and His Highness would certainly have gladly reported it if he’d found her.”


      “It’s likely someone in Lady Roselia’s—or rather, in Her Highness Adel’s camp.”


      “Her Highness Adel?! Is she in the kingdom?!”


      “She is, although only a handful of people are aware of her return. His Majesty seems to have been considering declaring her his heir instead of His Highness.”


      “What?! What’s to become of those of us who’ve been supporting him, then?!”


      “Stop panicking. His Highness has been achieving good results these days, and the king is hesitating. There’s no need for us to worry yet.” Edward tossed the documents onto the table and took out a deep, unhurried breath. “Either way, Lady Elizabeth is dangerous. She’ll use our spies against us the first chance she gets. I don’t know how we got so lucky, but Lady Elizabeth is finally out of the picture, and we’re so close to establishing a new regime by putting His Highness, our marionette, on the throne. We cannot fail here.”


      “L-Let’s report Lady Elizabeth to the palace then!”


      “No.”


      “Why?!”


      “Waiting for the king to react before making a move will take too long. Besides, it’ll arouse Lady Elizabeth’s suspicions, and we cannot forget about Her Highness Adel in the palace. I can’t be certain of it, but there’s a high chance Her Highness and Lady Elizabeth have brokered some sort of deal. Her Highness might warn her.”


      “Then...”


      “We have to do this ourselves. We must be rid of her, for good. If we can’t kill her, we must at least destroy Traitre to weaken her power.”


      “U-Us? Get rid of the Lady Elizabeth?”


      “It won’t be easy, but we have no choice. If we succeed, my influence within His Highness’s faction will rise. I’ll control him entirely. When that happens, I’ll make sure to share the boons with you, of course.”


      “A-All right. Thank you.”


      “First of all, we need information. It’s a shame that we’ve only just learned of Lady Elizabeth’s presence in the barony. Barl excels at gathering intelligence. We must proceed under the assumption that he even knows about my visit here today.”


      “I understand.”


      “We need to replace our current spies in the barony immediately. You cannot rush this. Surround her with our people slowly and carefully.”


      “I will.”


      “Wilson.”


      “Y-Yes?”


      “I need you to make use of your talents. Spread rumors.”


      “Wh-What sorts of rumors?”


      “The Hilgardie Barony requires manpower for a new enterprise. The working conditions and pay are good, and they’ll hire just about anyone.’ At the same time, I want you to make up a reason to increase the taxes in your territory and relax the security at the border.”


      “B-But if I do that, my people will—”


      “That’s the goal. A large number of immigrants will throw off their plans and slow them down. Don’t worry. Once this is over, I’ll advise His Highness to give you another, much better territory.”


      “T-Truly?!”


      “I’m sure he’ll immediately agree if we bring him Lady Elizabeth’s head.”


      In other words, Wilson had no future if he allowed Elizabeth to slip through his fingers. Wilson knew he was already in too deep to turn back. If he tried to run, Edward would dispose of him without a second thought. Out of options, he munched on a piece of candy to assuage his fears and got to work.


      ◇


      Lord Elkrinde’s furious roar echoed throughout his residence. “You fool! What have you done?!”


      “I-I’m sorry.”


      “All you had to do was talk a baron whose domain is on the decline into accepting a marriage proposal, so how did you manage to screw up so badly?! Do you realize how much money my territory will be losing now that it’s been cut off by a Special License holder?!”


      A few days after George’s altercation with Ellie, a formal letter of complaint had arrived from the capital for Count Elkrinde. In that letter, the Traitre Commercial Firm had informed him that they would no longer conduct any transactions with the firms in his territory.


      “I’m sor—”


      “Enough. I’m tired of listening to you apologize. I’ll explain to them that you said all this on your own. Now scram.”


      “Y-Yes. I’m truly sorry, my lord,” George said again before scurrying away to the room the count had allowed him to use in his residence. He sighed. “I knew I wasn’t cut out for this...”


      George was the third son of one of the families who served House Elkrinde. He’d been raised to obey the count from a young age, but George had always had a quiet personality and hated conflict. While he had the chops to be a good civil official, his personality clashed with the radical, often aggressive plans that Count Elkrinde fancied so much. Of course, George had always suppressed his true nature to follow the count’s orders. The most recent mission he’d been given had been to convince a baron to marry his sister to Count Elkrinde. He’d thought it would be an easy job, but the young baron had kept staunchly refusing at every turn.


      “Just get him angry, then. He’s a kid; he’ll make blunders if you provoke him. Let him strike you with his sword; that’ll make for easy negotiations,” the count had said.


      Naturally, George didn’t have the right to object. And so, he’d done exactly as the count had ordered. He’d gone to the baron’s house and had been as rude as possible. While he was from a viscount family, George himself was just an untitled third son. That meant the baron ranked far above him. Regardless of that, George had been rude enough that the baron would have been justified in stabbing him. After all the years he’d spent at the count’s side, the thought of going against his orders hadn’t crossed his mind even once.


      That day, for the first time, the baron had been accompanied by his advisor. The baron had refused the proposal once again, so George had tried to get a rise out of him by insulting that woman. That choice had ended up changing George’s fate.


      As it turned out, the baron’s advisor wasn’t just any merchant—she was the chair of an important firm from the capital. George had earned her ire and dragged down the entire county with him. Now, the man to whom he’d devoted his life—the man he’d served all these years—was discarding him.


      “All this and for what?” George lamented. “No... I can’t just wallow in self-pity!”


      George was smart, and Count Elkrinde had made use of his talents for official affairs and nefarious deeds alike.


      “Count Elkrinde is cutting me off, but I know far too much. There’s no way he’ll just kick me out.”


      Now that the possibility of the count having him assassinated had crossed his mind, George had to act quickly. He grabbed the things he needed and slipped out of the mansion, careful not to let anyone see him. He went straight to the stable and rode away, fleeing for his life out of the county.


      George soon realized he’d made the right call. The count’s assassins had found him in a matter of days. George ran into the forest, desperate, but the men pursuing him were far more accustomed to rugged terrain than he was. George had the bearing of a scholar; he wasn’t the athletic type, and he knew it was only a matter of time before they caught him.


      Then, something entirely unexpected happened: An orc appeared from behind a tree and let out a chilling roar. Another orc soon joined it. George and his pursuers had unwittingly entered the monsters’ turf. While the assassins were used to fighting, they weren’t adventurers. They were used to dealing with humans, not monsters, and they stared at the orcs’ clubs, hesitating.


      “I-I’m saved...” George whispered despite himself.


      He’d been far too optimistic, though. One of the assassins threw a small bag at George. It burst on impact and covered him in a powder. What George didn’t know was that the powder attracted monsters after being exposed to the air for a short time. The assassins waited for a moment, and as soon as the orcs set their sights on George, they turned around and fled toward the exit of the forest. At the same time, George dashed forward in an attempt to escape the monsters.


      “S-Someone! Save me!” he shouted.


      George tripped and fell several times, but he got up again and again, running with all his might despite being covered with mud. His lungs burned, desperate for air. Eventually, one of his feet snagged on a root, and he fell down, unable to get back up. The first monster was right behind him.


      George thought his time had come at last, but blood suddenly splurted from the orc’s neck.


      “Huh?”


      He stared at the scene, struck dumb, as a small shadow flew over his head. A moment later, a blast opened a large hole in the other orc’s body, and the monster collapsed to the ground in a puddle of blood.


      George was still splayed out, speechless, when a short teenage girl popped into his field of vision. The young girl wore her hair in braids, had a pointy hat, and held a staff in her hand.


      “Um, are you okay?” she asked.


      ◆


      After finishing Nestart’s lessons for the day, I headed to the market and walked around aimlessly. While Nestart’s transportation project had been a little chaotic in its early stages, it was slowly starting to take shape. For now, Nestart was only working on making the rivers within his own territory serviceable, but things were progressing well.


      “It looks like the prices have stopped rising,” I whispered to myself as I checked the price tags in the market.


      I stopped in front of a wheat stall and observed the wares. “That’s some excellent wheat. The grains are uniform, and there are no impurities.”


      I was talking to myself, but the stallholder heard me.


      “It really is,” she said. “Our lord has started mobilizing his soldiers to make sure we can go to the imperial capital and buy what we need.”


      She was referring to the new system Nestart had put in place after drawing inspiration from desert trading caravans. His plan was to periodically gather the people who needed to go to the capital and have them leave in a large group with soldiers or adventurers as guards. This caravan went straight from the Hilgardie Barony to the capital, only stopping in a few territories along the fastest route before returning a different way that went through the margravial capital of Lucas’s territory. Just the other day, I’d heard that the very first expedition had made it back safely, so I imagined this wheat was part of the goods the merchants had brought back with them.


      Only merchants who operated alone or in small firms were allowed to join the caravan, and Nestart paid for the guards as well as basic food rations for each trip. Needless to say, this cost him quite a bit of money, but Nestart had the good of the local economy in mind. The system allowed his citizens to sell their wares outside of the barony and to buy other goods they could then resell upon their return—two extremely important components of a healthy economy.


      “Thanks to the caravan, we’ve stocked up on some other things we don’t produce here in the barony. Would you like to take a look, miss?” the stallholder asked me.


      “Sure. I’d like that,” I replied.


      Most of the foodstuffs she showed me were dried vegetables and fruits, but there were also some cereals and some vegetables that were easy to preserve, such as potatoes.


      If Nestart kept this up, it would only be a matter of time before the Hilgardie Barony truly integrated into the empire. The only fault in his plan was the fact that these trips created a monetary deficit for the barony. Nestart was making up for it with his personal fortune for the time being, but he couldn’t continue doing that forever. That was exactly why he needed the water transportation project to succeed so badly.


      I bought some dried fruits before bidding farewell to the stallholder. As I turned around to walk back to the Hilgardie residence, a voice stopped me.


      “There you are, Miss Ellie.”


      “Mirelle? Did something happen?”


      “Yes. I have a few things to report.”


      “I see. We’re closer to the Enfer store than we are to the residence, so let’s head there,” I said, understanding from Mireille’s tone that what she wanted to talk about was too sensitive to discuss outside.


      The local Enfer store had already opened for business, and it sold high-quality clothes and cosmetics targeted at commoners, as well as daily necessities. Before long, Nestart’s water transportation project would be made public, and this area would transform. For the time being, though, Enfer’s surroundings weren’t exactly bustling.


      “So? What’s the news?” I asked Mireille after we cleared the office inside Enfer’s building.


      “Viscount Van den Haak has made a move,” she said.


      I gazed at her with my uncovered eye, waiting for her to continue.


      “He’s pulled all of the spies Barl made contact with out of the barony. Barl tracked them down, but all of them are already dead. The employees we hired through Barl have disappeared as well. They’re likely dead too.”


      “That was fast. So it can only mean...”


      “As you’ve certainly guessed, the former marquess, Edward Wanard, has gotten in touch with Viscount Van den Haak.”


      “I see.” The corners of my lips lifted ever so slightly. “Things are progressing just as we expected. Start phase two.”


      “Yes, miss.” Mireille bowed before taking out a small piece of paper from her pocket. “I do have another unrelated matter to report.”


      “I’m listening.”


      “Two areas, one located on the road from the Hilgardie Barony to the Lebrick Margravate, and the other on the way to the imperial capital, are in the process of being reclaimed.”


      “Reclaimed?”


      “These plots used to be campsites, but someone recently bought them from the nobles that owned them and began turning them into small relay stations. They were part of the list of locations Baron Hilgardie was considering to use to stock goods.”


      I felt a hint of anxiety creeping up inside me. “You said the nobles controlling these zones aren’t the ones reclaiming the land, right?”


      “Indeed. A firm is spearheading the reclamation effort and building the relay stations.”


      “Are they trying to profit off Baron Hilgardie’s venture? The water transportation project is no secret anymore, but this is still too fast. Look into that firm and the merchant behind it, will you, Mireille? This could impact the baron’s plans.”


      “Ah... Um, I...”


      “Yes?”


      “I’ve already looked into it.”


      “I shouldn’t have expected any less from you. Who is behind this?”


      “Well...” Mireille was rarely so hesitant or evasive. Her eyes wandered left and right until, finally, she divulged the name, “The firm that purchased those plots is called the Carlton Commercial Firm, managed by Lunoa Carlton.”


      “Huh?”


      What in the world is that girl doing?


      ◇


      What in the world am I doing? Lunoa couldn’t stop herself from wondering as she watched the young man laboring so energetically in front of her.


      She sat in her office in her very own firm, and let out a discreet sigh so the young man in the room with her wouldn’t notice. The Carlton Commercial Firm’s building in the Lebrick Margravate’s capital was much smaller than Traitre’s branch location, but it still had several rooms as well as a warehouse.


      “Um? Is something wrong, Miss Lunoa?” the young man asked.


      “No, nothing.”


      “I’ll go submit the preliminary notice, then.”


      “Please do.”


      Before she knew it, Lunoa’s little idea had turned into a massive transportation service that spanned several territories. Lunoa watched the young man gather documents and walk out of her office before letting herself collapse face-first onto the desk that was much wider than she was tall.


      “I never intended to make it into such a massive undertaking...”


      Lately, Lunoa spent the first half of each day completing her tasks for Traitre and the second half working on her business.


      “Now that I think about it, my meeting with him might have been the start of all this...”


      Despite her mumbling, Lunoa had no regrets. The bigger her business became, the more profits she would reap. Besides, this young man had been a great help to her when it came to handling nobles, a skill she still lacked. Lunoa sluggishly sat up, pulled another document toward her, and picked up her pen as she reminisced about her meeting with her very first employee.




      Lunoa was on her way to a firm based in a territory between the Lebrick Margravate and the imperial capital. The meeting was a few days away, and she was currently at a stopover with a barely maintained campsite, walking along the highway. Lunoa intended to use a few campsites like this as supply points for her transportation project, but to do that, she’d need to either buy them off the lord to whom they belonged or rent them. For the time being, she wanted to take a good look at a few spots before making up her mind.


      “This one would work fine,” she whispered to herself. “There’s enough room for relay horses to stand by, and to build a little cabin for people to rest...or maybe not? It might be a tad too small, since I’d still need to leave some space for the people camping... Alternatively, I could leave this campsite as it is and reclaim some of the land next to it.”


      After walking around the campsite, Lunoa turned to the forest to see if reclaiming it seemed doable.


      “O wind, rush forth and bring back the secrets of the trees and herbs to me. Searching Wind!” she chanted, holding up her staff.


      Her mana rode upon the winds and blew across the forest. It was hard to get a good reading on an area if its mana concentration was too high, or if plants or monsters with large quantities of mana dwelled within it, but Lunoa didn’t think she’d run into that issue with this forest. The spell she’d used wasn’t very precise, but it was fast and could cover a wide area in one go. That made it one of the best detection spells.


      Through the flowing winds, Lunoa was able to sense the general location of the monsters within the forest.


      “Eleven... No, thirteen small ones crowded together. Those are probably goblins. And three bigger ones... Orcs, maybe?” Lunoa said, scribbling in her notebook. “There’s also a pack of lesser wolves, plus some ape monsters in the trees. Um, there’s quite a lot, so there might be a powerful ape among them.”


      Lunoa’s spell wasn’t precise enough for her to be able to tell the exact number of monsters when there were large groups, but she jotted down an approximation of the apes’ location anyway. She couldn’t detect monsters with very low mana or monsters that could conceal their mana either, but a general estimate would help her decide what sort of adventurers to hire.


      “That seems to be all. Wait...”


      Just as her wind disappeared, Lunoa sensed a person at the very edge of her spell’s range.


      “That’s far off the road... Are they an adventurer?”


      Intrigued, she used her wind to investigate once more. It seemed like someone was being chased by two monsters.


      “Considering their mana, they’re likely orcs. I’ll definitely feel guilty if I just ignore this...”


      Lunoa’s parents had been so worried about her going out to inspect the terrain that she’d sworn to herself she wouldn’t do anything dangerous. But it was clear the person running away didn’t know how to fight and was desperate to get away from those orcs.


      “I don’t have a choice, do I? Besides, orcs don’t really count as dangerous, do they?”


      Trained adventurers could hunt down orcs relatively safely, but to a regular person, even a goblin was an insurmountable threat. After training under Ellie with Misha for so long, Lunoa’s perception of danger was starting to become a little skewed.


      “Physical Boost. Air Enchantment.”


      After reinforcing her physical abilities, Lunoa enchanted her shoes with wind mana and dashed in the direction of the orcs. This burned a lot of mana, but it allowed Lunoa to reach her top speed. In just a few minutes, Lunoa started hearing the snarls of the orcs.


      “Feather Steps.”


      Lunoa used a skill to scale up a tree before removing her physical enhancement and readying her staff. Before long, a young man appeared. He tumbled to the ground right under the tree in which Lunoa was perched, and the two orcs closed in on him.


      “Swift winds running through the wilderness. O fierce winds, gather into a blade. Air Slash!”


      Lunoa unleashed her spell, and it sliced open the orc’s neck. Its roar of pain turned into a gurgle as blood sprayed out of its open wound. It looked like Lunoa’s wind had cut into its respiratory tract.


      The other orc was surprised to see its comrade’s blood gush out, and it tried to stop in its tracks. It had been going too fast to stop neatly, though, and it ended up stumbling a few steps forward. Lunoa seized the opening and jumped off her branch.


      “O surging whirlwind, pierce the rocks that block your path: Wind Charge.”


      A spiral of wind emanated from Lunoa’s staff. It merged into a spearlike shape before piercing a hole in the monster’s body. Lunoa immediately retreated a few paces. She’d hit the orc head-on, but she knew better than to lower her guard. She had to maintain her distance so she could react to any potential counterattack. Ellie had drilled this reflex into her and Misha so thoroughly that it had become second nature to them.


      Lunoa kept her staff at the ready as she observed the situation for a moment, but the orc couldn’t recover from the large hole she’d opened up in its side, and it finally collapsed to the ground.


      “Phew,” she let out after waiting a few more seconds to make sure the orc was dead.


      She finally relaxed and turned to look at the young man, who was still lying on the ground next to the corpse of the first orc. His clothes were dirty, but Lunoa could tell they were of very good quality. The man hadn’t bathed in a few days, but the state of his skin and hair made it clear that he usually led a privileged life.


      Having established that the man was very unlikely to be a brigand, Lunoa spoke to him. “Um, are you okay?”




      Even as she’d reminisced, Lunoa’s hand had never stopped moving. By the time the young man returned to her office, she’d filled out a few documents by the time.


      “Sorry for the wait. It’s almost time to leave, Miss Lunoa.”


      “Thank you, Mr. George.”


      The upcoming negotiations would be the most important ones of all. Lunoa couldn’t afford to be late, and she hurried to grab the bag she’d prepared beforehand. Once she was ready, she and George left the building together and boarded the carriage Lunoa had purchased for her company. The Carlton Commercial Firm didn’t have a full-time coachman for now, so Lunoa had temporarily hired someone through the Merchants’ Guild. The man grabbed the reins and the carriage set off toward the heart of the margravial capital. After a short ten-minute ride, it stopped in front of a large stronghold. George showed a letter to the gatekeeper, who swiftly granted him and Lunoa entry.


      “This way, please.”


      Lunoa and George followed a maid into one of the many drawing rooms, and Lunoa sat down while her employee went to stand behind her. George felt a little tense, but he still kept a neutral face. In front of him, Lunoa was taking deep breaths in an attempt to calm down.


      “Miss Lunoa. I know you’re nervous, but you mustn’t ignore the tea and snacks...”


      Lunoa nodded. “I-I know...”


      At George’s urging, Lunoa picked up a few cookies and ate them. Then, she drank a sip of the fine tea she’d been served.


      “It’s all very good. The sugar and honey are top quality, and the butter is fresh, while the wheat is locally produced. These cookies pair really well with this northern tea since it isn’t sweet.”


      “You’re not as stressed as I imagined you would be,” George said.


      “Huh? No, I am! I absolutely am.”


      “And yet you’re still composed enough to taste what you’re eating.”


      Lunoa pouted. “I was taught to pay attention to what people serve to me, because it speaks volumes about the host’s economic situation and relationships with other territories. These cookies and this tea prove our host has the financial power to source the finest possible ingredients, and they have a good relationship with the north of the empire.”


      “I see. Your Item Analysis really is a practical unique spell, since it even tells you where the products are from.”


      “I haven’t used it. I might have if we were in enemy territory, but it doesn’t feel necessary here.”


      “How did you guess the origin of the ingredients, then?”


      “Item Analysis only works on things I know. To accumulate knowledge, I’ve tried and compared countless ingredients from various regions. I can tell apart the tea and wheat from most places now.”


      “Oh, I had no idea,” George said, impressed.


      He forced his expression back into a neutral one just as someone knocked on the door. Lunoa immediately stood up and looked down.


      The lord of this residence walked into the room and approached. He stopped in front of Lunoa and instructed her to lift her face. Lunoa did as he commanded and found herself faced with Lucas’s strained smile.


      “It’s been a while, Miss Lunoa.”


      “It has, Lord Lucas. Thank you very much for taking the time to meet with me today.”


      “Sure. Let’s sit down.”


      “Thank you.”


      As soon as they sat, a maid cleared the cookies and cold cups of tea off the table. Then, another maid entered, pushing a cart with a fresh teapot.


      Lunoa barely managed to stop herself from shouting when she saw the maid—it was Misha! Alongside the catkin was Alice, who deposited new tea cups in front of Lunoa and Lucas. The two girls were currently learning good manners at Lucas’s manor in Ellie’s absence.


      Lunoa watched Alice set the tea cups down on the table without making a single noise. It seemed like she’d made good progress. Once the girls were done, they stepped back and stood in silence in a corner of the room.


      “Now then, what brings you here?”


      Lucas dove straight into the main topic, and Lunoa braced herself. George handed her some documents, and she presented them to Lucas before explaining what she planned to do with her new firm.


      “All right, I get the gist of it. That’s an interesting idea that could greatly benefit remote regions like this one.”


      “I believe so as well. I’ve already secured the cooperation of several firms here in the margravate and in the territories that stand between here and the imperial capital, and I’m currently setting up relays along the highway with their support.”


      “In other words, the only thing you still need is formal approval from the lords of each territory. You said you’ve already started setting up relays. What are you planning to do if you can’t earn their permission?”


      “I’ll turn those relays into shops targeted at travelers. But to be honest, I don’t believe I’ll fail to secure permission,” Lunoa replied confidently, doing her utmost to conceal the pounding of her heart and the cold sweat running down her back. “While my offer will require a bit of paperwork at the start, the lords who approve of it will not shoulder any of the risk. Besides, what do you suppose will happen to the territories that choose to stay out of this venture? Will they be able to compete with those taking part?”


      If the circulation of goods improved everywhere else, the territories left out of this new system would inevitably find it difficult to stay competitive. Lunoa’s offer was a low-risk, low-cost, high-profit one. Most of the lords would likely be on board. In other words, those who refused would lose out.


      “I have one question...” Lucas said after a pause. “Is Miss Ellie involved in any way?”


      “No, she isn’t,” Lunoa replied. “She provided me with the initial funds, but she hasn’t taken part—and will not take part—in this project in any other way.”


      “I see... You’re surprisingly ruthless.”


      “I’ve been taught that’s a wonderful compliment to receive as a merchant.”


      “All right. I’ll cooperate. I can’t have the other territories getting ahead of mine, after all.”


      “Thank you.”


      Lunoa kept her body from shaking with sheer willpower. She remembered the way her mentor always acted in such situations and put on the most confident smile she could muster. Then, she took out a map and showed Lucas the route she intended to cover from the Lebrick Margravate to the imperial capital.


      “I’ll turn this path into a prosperous highway,” she declared.


      While her heart was still hammering in her chest like an alarm bell, Lunoa felt a strange passion rush through her body.


      ◆


      I was enjoying some tea with Nestart and Arte while they consulted me about a recent issue the barony was encountering.


      “What are your thoughts on this, Miss Ellie?” Arte asked, showing me records detailing the recent changes in the barony’s population.


      “The population is increasing rapidly,” I noted.


      “It is. Even more puzzling is the fact that most of the immigrants are from the Kingdom of Haldoria,” Arte replied.


      “From the kingdom?” I asked.


      “According to the rumors going around in town, people seem to think that there’s a lot of work available here. The majority of the newcomers came here from the Van den Haak Viscounty in Haldoria seeking employment after hearing that even immigrants can find jobs easily here.”


      “That isn’t exactly untrue.”


      With his new project starting in earnest, Nestart was continuously hiring. As a result, unemployment was almost down to zero.


      “But the timing is just too perfect,” Nestart said.


      “I agree. Those rumors were likely spread intentionally to push Haldorian commoners to move to the Hilgardie Barony.”


      “Why would anyone do that?”


      “I don’t know yet,” I said.


      “To dispatch spies in the area discreetly?” Arte suggested.


      I shook my head. “There are certainly spies among them, but there are far more cost-effective ways of achieving that. Losing so much manpower over a few spies would be a terrible move.”


      “So you think the spies are an added perk and not the main goal?” she asked.


      “Considering the circumstances, that’s likely.”


      Nestart brought a hand to his chin to think, and sat in silence for a while. “There’s no way for us to grasp the culprit’s motives right now, and we can’t get rid of the immigrants either. After all, we do need more manpower,” he finally said. “I think the best thing we can do for the time being is have a designated living area for immigrants so we can monitor them while still being able to rely on their labor.”


      Despite the uncertainty in Nestart’s tone and the way he looked at me, hoping for instruction, he was demonstrating that he had the bearing of a leader. He knew to be wary of outside threats, and he was coolheaded enough to use people when he had to.


      “That’s a fine idea,” I said with an approving smile.


      “That settles the migrant issue, but we still need to figure out the goal of the person behind those rumors,” Nestart said.


      Nestart was growing into a fine lord. All that was left was for him to obtain a useful Divine Artifact...


      “Miss Ellie?”


      “Sorry, my mind was elsewhere. You were wondering why the mastermind spread such rumors in the Van den Haak Viscounty, right?”


      “Yes.”


      “If we look at the current situation, the Hilgardie Barony is clearly benefiting from this. After all, a territory’s strength is in its people. Of course, if a lord cannot control his people, his territory is bound to collapse from the inside, but the Hilgardie Barony has the leeway to manage a larger population now.”


      “Yes. We’re especially desperate for manpower at the moment to maintain the rivers, build supply points, and more.”


      “However,” I continued, “there’s no way these people were sent here for your benefit.”


      “My sister and I agree. We’re certain there must be some nefarious plan at play here.”


      “What possibilities can you think of?” I asked.


      “Large-scale sabotage by using a large number of covert agents. Elite forces infiltrating the empire. Or maybe...assassination,” Nestart replied immediately.


      He’d clearly given this some thought before coming to me.


      “If the mastermind is trying to have someone assassinated, who would their target be?”


      “Either me or you, Miss Ellie.”


      “If the enemy is from the kingdom, it’s indeed very likely that I’m their target,” I said.


      “The mastermind seems to operate in the Van den Haak Viscounty, but that doesn’t necessarily mean they’re from the kingdom. Even if they are, they could be unhappy with the fact that this territory has passed to the empire,” Nestart replied.


      “That’s true. Either way, we should increase the security around you, Lord Nestart.”


      I glanced at Arte, and she nodded, wearing a serious expression.


      After parting from Nestart and Arte, I left the Hilgardie residence and walked to Enfer’s building. I headed straight to the office and ordered my new employees to leave the room. There were sofas in the office that I’d bought for entertaining visitors, and I sat down on one of them to discuss things with Barl and Mireille.


      “Tell me about the immigrants from the Van den Haak Viscounty,” I said.


      “So far, they’ve been working normally. Some are spies, and a few definitely look like they deal in unsavory underworld business, but that’s about it,” Barl said.


      “Leaving the spies aside, I can’t approve of assassins lurking around. Should I dispose of them?” Mireille asked.


      “No need,” I said, taking in the pleasant aroma of the coffee Mireille had just brewed. “Monitoring them, assassins included, will be enough. You can leave them be if they come after me, but make sure to kill any heading Lord Nestart’s way before they can touch him.”


      “Understood.”


      “Mireille.”


      “Yes, miss?”


      “What of the other matter?”


      “Here,” Mireille replied, handing me a piece of paper.


      I read through it quickly. “My, my. Someone has been having a field day.”


      “It’s not funny,” Barl snarled. “I don’t like people using your name as they please. Can’t I kill him?”


      “Don’t. I still need him to dance for me.”


      I stored the document Mireille had given me in my Grimoire of Mammon and narrowed my eyes as my lips twisted into a smile.


      ◇◆☆◆◇


      It was around that time that the population of the Hilgardie Barony—a territory ceded by the Kingdom of Haldoria to the empire as compensation for the counterfeit coins incident orchestrated by the Haldorian crown prince—increased abruptly. According to the records, the increase was due to an influx of immigrants from other territories (including citizens of the kingdom seeking naturalization), but it is clear that the sudden influx was not natural. Historians usually name Nestart Hilgardie, the lord of the territory at the time who later left his mark in history as an especially competent leader, as the man responsible for this phenomenon. Unfortunately, most documents of this period have been lost or destroyed because of the subsequent conflict between the Hilgardie Barony and a nearby county.


      Some researchers believe that Nestart Hilgardie was a disciple of the Silver Witch and surmise that she might have been involved in the matter. However, Nestart Hilgardie’s life, just like the lives of many important figures of that time period, was greatly embellished after his death. Researchers have never found any documents directly linking him to the Silver Witch, which makes the disciple theory relatively weak.


      The topic still requires further research.




      Memorandum issued by the Imperial History Office’s Department of Regional History, Former Hilgardie Barony Section.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The End of Viscount Van den Haak


      Some time had passed since the Hilgaride Barony had started welcoming large numbers of immigrants. On several occasions, spies had tried to approach Nestart and me, but we’d gotten rid of them without any issues.


      At the moment, I was in the middle of negotiating with a firm operating in the Van den Haak Viscounty.


      The Yorga Commercial Firm boasted a very long history in the viscounty. It wasn’t necessarily a very big firm, but it had been managed by the same family for generations, and it had earned the trust of the people of the region.


      “This puts me in a difficult position,” I said, faking a troubled smile.


      The man sitting across from me, the chair of the Yorga Commercial Firm, was struggling to conceal how anxious he was. Sweat dripped down his temples as he locked eyes with me, his face pale.


      “P-Please! These are the best conditions I can possibly offer you... If I can’t close a deal with Enfer, my company will...” he trailed off.


      “I apologize, but I’m not running a charity. I have my employees and their families to consider as well. I can’t accept a deal which won’t benefit my firm. You’re a merchant as well, so I’m sure you understand.”


      “B-But...”


      The Yorga Commercial Firm wasn’t the sort of company that usually sought such big contracts. However, with the sudden drop in population in the Van den Haak Viscounty, it was on the brink of bankruptcy. That was why the chair had come here, to the bustling Hilgardie Barony, seeking to strike an international deal.


      I watched Yorga’s chair leave my office with his head hung before Mireille brought me a hot cup of tea to replace the cold one sitting in front of me.


      “That’s the third firm already,” she said.


      “Indeed. The firms of the Van den Haak Viscounty are reaching their limits.”


      Two other companies had come knocking on Enfer’s door as a last resort already. Neither had proposed worthwhile deals, though. It was only natural. They were all relatively small firms that used to satisfy the demand within the viscounty and weren’t equipped to handle international transactions. On top of that, the Van den Haak Viscounty was right next to the Hilgardie Barony. It produced roughly the same foodstuffs, so there was no point in paying customs to import what was already available locally.


      “The merchants of the Van den Haak Viscounty are of surprisingly low caliber,” Mireille said.


      “It can’t be helped. Small local firms that are so closely linked to their hometowns survive by supporting one another and relying on their good reputations among the citizens. Out of the blue, the current crisis has thrown them into a stormy sea after generations of smooth sailing.”


      “I suppose those who don’t know how to swim will inevitably disappear among the seaweed.”


      “Still, I do wish they’d brush up on the law a little before coming. That would allow us to have constructive conversations, at least. But even then, it’s not like I’d close any deals when all they do is demand I save them in exchange for virtually nothing.” I leaned back in my chair and stretched. “Anyway, who am I meeting next, Mireille?”


      “That was your last appointment for this morning.”


      “Oh.” All that was left was my work for the afternoon, then. “Is everything ready for this afternoon’s meeting?”


      “Yes, miss. We’ll be using the new office building next to the store, since it’s finally finished. I’ll have the employees vacate both buildings ahead of time, and I’ll be the only one accompanying you. Barl will be on standby in the next room.”


      I nodded and retrieved Flügel from my Grimoire of Mammon. I lifted the scabbard and looked at the blade. It was so thin it was almost see-through.


      “We don’t know what the other party is after,” I said. “It could turn into a fight at any point, so be prepared.”


      “Yes, miss.”


      We didn’t feel like eating much, so we only had a very light meal before making up a reason to send Enfer’s employees home for the afternoon. Then, I went to the drawing room of the office building to wait alone.


      After a while, Mireille knocked on the door. “Miss Ellie, your guest has arrived.”


      I granted entry, and the person I’d been waiting for walked in.


      “Long time no see, Miss Ellie.”


      “It has been far too long, indeed, Mr. Flywok.”


      The man who’d made an appointment with me this afternoon was none other than Lotton Flywork, the Clairvoyant, a member of the empire’s Merchants’ Guild Council who’d been behaving very suspiciously as of late.


      “Thank you for making time for me despite your busy schedule,” he said.


      “It’s no problem at all,” I replied.
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      Lotton sat down opposite me with a smile I couldn’t read in the slightest.


      “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?” I asked.


      Lotton raised his hand, and the subordinate who was standing behind him handed him a stack of documents.


      “Please have a look,” he said.


      The first page was a map with several spots marked. The next few detailed transport costs along with prospective wages for carpenters, artisans, and earth-attribute mages. Finally, there were tables of seasonal operating expenses.


      I paused. “Where did you acquire this? No, never mind. That was a foolish question.”


      The documents in Lotton’s possession covered every last bit of information regarding Baron Hilgardie’s water transportation project, from the positions of the prospective relays to future cost estimates.


      “Am I to understand you’d like to get involved in this project?” I asked, testing the waters.


      “Yes,” Lotton replied without hesitation. “Baron Hilgardie’s enterprise will revolutionize the circulation of goods within the empire. If the flow of merchandise changes, so will the flow of people. In other words, it will have a huge impact on my businesses. Don’t you think I’d be better off riding this new wave from the start instead of waiting for it to crash into me?”


      “I understand your point of view. Baron Hilgardie’s venture will give birth to new routes. When that happens, the values of a great many products will change.”


      “Indeed. The prices of ores and monster materials shouldn’t change too much, as they’re taxed heavily in every territory. But daily necessities, grains, salt, and magic stones in particular will be worth much less. Well, I do stand to benefit greatly when the prices of such products drop.”


      Lotton was in the inn and hotel business. His establishments relied on low-grade magic stones for lighting and cooking. Needless to say, the hotels had to stock food as well, so Lotton would benefit a lot from utilizing Nestart’s water transportation system. On top of that, the need to accommodate people along this new fluvial route, and to manage the storage facilities, would inevitably arise. If Lotton managed to take on that role single-handedly, he’d see record profits.


      “If you agree to work with me, I can promise you appropriate compensation,” Lotton said.


      “You wish to set up inns and manage the storage facilities, I presume.”


      “Exactly. I’ve been in this line of work for a long time, and I have the necessary expertise as well as connections in every territory.”


      “In other words, you have connections with the lords of those territories.”


      “I do. Baron Hilgardie is young, and the title he bears has a rather short history. I fear he might find it difficult to negotiate with the prideful rural lords. They have ways of keeping outsiders out.”


      Everything Lotton had said so far made sense, and it didn’t sound like he had any hidden agenda. It was perfectly natural for a merchant to seek profit, after all. Still, I knew from Gazaru’s investigation that there was likely something hiding under the surface.


      Despite my apprehension, the contract Lotton showed me was perfectly acceptable.


      “I’ve read through the terms,” I said. “I believe the baron will approve.”


      “Thank you.”


      “I shall introduce you to the baron,” I added.


      “That would be a great help,” Lotton replied, extending his hand.


      I shook it and flashed him a businesslike smile before turning to Mireille. “Could you please write a letter of introduction addressed to the baron on behalf of Mr. Flywok?”


      “Right away, miss.”


      Mireille left the room, and Lotton took a sip of tea. Our business talk was over. It was now time to exchange pleasantries for the sake of politeness while Mireille prepared the letter.


      “The Hilgardie Barony has grown quite lively,” he said.


      “There’s a certain prosperity found only in times of brisk development. It’s only temporary, so I hope the baron will continue to work hard to ensure his domain thrives in the long term.”


      “You’re absolutely right,” Lotton replied. “Come to think of it, I feel like I’ve seen many people from outside the empire in the streets.”


      “The citizens of the barony were originally Haldorian subjects. It’s no wonder the demographics of the city diverge from most places in the empire, don’t you think?”


      “I suppose so. Although...if my memory serves me right, only humans inhabited this area in the past.”


      “Harmonious cohabitation between humans and other races is a cause the baron holds close to his heart.”


      “Speaking of cohabitation, I got the feeling that the factory workers staying in the temporary lodging next to the workshop looked a little different from the rest of the people in town.”


      I paused before answering. “That must be because they’re immigrants from the kingdom.”


      “Oh?”


      “The Van den Haak Viscounty lies just beyond the forest in the kingdom, and there seems to have been a sudden tax increase there. Many people have crossed the border out of necessity and found refuge here.”


      “A tax hike, you say? What happened?”


      “I wonder. I’m sure you’re far better informed than I am.”


      “You think too highly of me. They call me the Clairvoyant, but I’m just a merchant of the empire. While I might have a decent grasp of what’s happening in regions under imperial influence, information on territories under the direct control of the Haldorian crown is difficult to obtain.” Lotton remained silent for a moment. His gaze met mine, and he smiled. “Actually, I would have assumed you would have access to far more extensive and far fresher information regarding Haldoria.”


      “It appears it is you who thinks far too highly of me, Mr. Flywok. I am but a humble merchant of the empire,” I replied, my expression mirroring his.


      The sound of Mireille knocking on the door finally brought an end to our mutual probing. I told her to enter, and she walked in carrying a tray with a formal letter on it.


      “I apologize for the wait,” she said, holding out the tray in front of me.


      There was a pen next to the letter, so I picked it up and signed my name before drying the ink with magic.


      “Please accept this letter of introduction, Mr. Flywok.”


      “Thank you. I appreciate it.” After taking the letter, Lotton followed Mireille out of the room.


      Barl waited until he could no longer sense Lotton’s presence before joining me.


      “That was kind of anticlimactic,” he said.


      “It sure was. He did exactly what anyone would expect of an outstanding merchant with great foresight.”


      “You wouldn’t word it that way unless something was throwing you off.”


      “Something is—at least a little. Lotton Flywok is famous for dominating his field thanks to his wide and precise information network. And yet he directly stated that his network is inferior to mine when it comes to the kingdom—even if it was only for the sake of politeness.”


      “What’s so weird about that? He was just being polite; you just said so yourself.”


      “Praising the other party is sometimes necessary during negotiations. But there was no need for him to do so at that moment. In the merchant world, an unnecessary show of modesty is the equivalent of handing your enemy a potion during a battle.”


      “And giving your enemy an advantage for no reason means you’re either arrogant or stupid.”


      “Lotton Flywok is neither of those,” I said resolutely.


      “So you think he had a reason to do that?”


      “Either that or...”


      That man wasn’t Lotton Flywok at all.


      Was that even possible? If Lotton had been an impostor from the first time I’d met him, I could have failed to notice. But what of Yuu and the rest of the council members? They couldn’t possibly have missed the difference.


      “Missy?”


      “I can’t tell if I’m right yet... Barl, I want you to... Actually, no, get in touch with Gazaru and have him investigate himself.”


      “Sure. Speaking of that Gazaru guy, he’s pretty useful. He’s especially good at handling information. I’ve let him manage a few investigations on his own already, and he’s incredibly cautious. He suspects everything might be a trap.”


      “He got into a world of trouble after falling for one such trap. Anyone would become wary after that.”


      I’d laid down that trap, but that was beside the point. I quickly scribbled down my orders and handed the paper to Barl, who was still enthusiastically praising Gazaru.


      “Make sure your subordinates keep their eyes on Lotton while he’s in the barony. Oh, and the time has come to carry out the attack we’ve been discussing.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Yes. Keep your hands off the citizens at all costs.”


      “Because of your contract with Roselia?”


      I nodded. “If you kill commoners because of an order I’ve issued, it’ll count as a violation of the contract. Anyone inside the residence is fair game since I see them as his people, but do try to avoid killing if you can. I don’t want to attract attention.”


      “I know. Don’t worry, I’ll follow the plan,” Barl said, waving his hand at me casually before leaving the room.


      ◇


      Late at night, Nestart examined the same document again and again under the faint light of a candle.


      “The biggest obstacle was supposed to be the negotiations with the other lords, but this will make it much, much easier,” he whispered to himself. “Once again, it’s all thanks to Miss Ellie.”


      The document Nestart had been studying so carefully was the contract he’d just signed with Lotton Flywok, one of the members of the famous Merchants’ Guild Council. Earlier that afternoon, Lotton had come to see him, bearing a letter of introduction signed by Ellie. He’d offered to lend Nestart his influence for the negotiations with the other lords in exchange for the right to manage the storage sites and establish accommodations along the new route Nestart was developing.


      “I’m not all that knowledgeable about those things, but I’ve heard that the members of the council have more influence than petty nobles. With Lotton’s backing, I shouldn’t have any issues striking deals with barons and viscounts.”


      Despite the happy news, a hint of uneasiness remained in Nestart’s expression.


      “But not even a member of the council can force a count to do anything...”


      After Ellie had chased away his messenger, Count Elkrinde had written more letters to Nestart, pressuring him to agree to the match between him and Arte. Nestart also knew that the count put pressure on the merchants from the barony whenever they visited the imperial capital.


      “I can’t give my sister to that man. Ever.”


      Putting his thoughts into words helped Nestart strengthen his resolve.




      A few days had passed since the meeting with Lotton Flywok, and Nestart’s project had started progressing even faster now. One morning, Nestart awoke earlier than usual. He headed straight to the courtyard to swing his sword, just like he had every day since Ellie had impressed its importance upon him. Ellie thought he lacked the stamina necessary to use the mana rampage potion, so Nestart made it a point not to miss a single day of basic training.


      “Good morning, Lord Nestart. You’re working hard.”


      “Gritz,” Nestart greeted his military advisor.


      “You’ve made a lot of progress since Miss Ellie started training you, my lord.”


      “You’ve also been a great help.”


      Ellie had told Nestart to ask his vassals for help with practicing his swordsmanship because she specialized in using a rapier. That’s why Nestart practiced with Gritz. Nestart doubted that Ellie didn’t know how to handle other types of swords, though. In his opinion, her request was nothing more than an excuse she’d made up in an attempt to get him to deepen his relationships with his vassals before launching his big project.


      “I haven’t done much. You wouldn’t have reached this level without steady efforts,” Gritz said. “Speaking of which, you don’t have a sword of your own, do you, Lord Nestart?”


      “A sword?”


      “Yes! Being able to keep one’s sword at all times is one of the privileges of the head of a noble house, after all.”


      Gritz was almost correct. It wasn’t considered rude for the head of a noble family to keep his sword on him, as long as his guest was of the same rank as him or lower. However, while most nobles did carry a sword outside, very few kept one on their person at all times inside their residences, except for the heads of a few military families.


      Nestart laughed. “I suppose I wouldn’t dislike carrying one around,” he said, before getting back to swinging his shortsword.


      ◆


      Jild was standing in front of a cabinet in the viscount’s office, several documents in hand. It was the cabinet where Wilson stored sensitive papers.


      “Jild, what are you doing?” Wilson asked as he entered the room.


      “My lord,” Jild replied. “I had to check something urgently regarding our work in the Hilgardie Barony.”


      “Oh, all right... I had no idea that our plan would go so well.”


      Wilson had spread word that the Hilgardie Barony in the empire was desperate for manpower and that even people with a shady background could easily find well-paying jobs there. At the same time, he’d raised taxes and relaxed the security around the border.


      “Although I did worry for a moment when I was told to proactively seek business with firms in the empire...” Wilson added, sitting down on the sofa.


      Jild put away the documents in the cabinet and locked it. “Constant exchanges and lax security naturally create opportunities for the commoners to leave the country.”


      “I’m always in awe of His Grace’s ingenuity! But how is sowing confusion by increasing the population of the barony supposed to help us get rid of Ellie Leis?”


      “At the moment, the baron has decided to accept the risks and prioritize securing manpower. But to feed this growing population, he’ll need more food than ever before. We’ll make it easy for him to import that food from the Van den Haak Viscounty while using the agents we’ve concealed among the migrants to bribe neighboring lords. Eventually, the baron will be completely dependent on the food he imports from us.”


      “So that was the goal. The firms I control will make great profits, and that’ll help ease the current discontentment in the viscounty.”


      “Indeed. Those benefits will only be temporary, but by the time the Van den Haak Viscounty declines in earnest, you will have been awarded a new territory, my lord.”


      “I’ll make sure to use Lady Elizabeth to fill my pockets, then.”


      There was a reason the ever-careful Wilson was so positive. He’d recently gotten word that Edward had successfully come to an agreement with Prince Friede. That meant he didn’t have to worry about his current territory anymore.


      Wilson popped open a bottle of expensive wine and grinned as he fantasized about his bright future.


      ◇


      I stopped walking down the corridor of the Hilgardie residence after hearing a voice call my name. When I turned around, I saw Nestart’s military advisor.


      “I’m sorry for stopping you when you’re so busy,” Gritz said.


      “I don’t mind. How may I help you, Mr. Gritz?”


      “There’s something I was hoping to discuss with you since your headquarters is in the imperial capital.”


      It sounded like this conversation would require some time, so I invited Gritz to my room. He didn’t seem used to the ways of the nobility, and he sat awkwardly while Mireille served us tea. Gritz was a typical military man working for a low-class noble in every way. His expertise was entirely limited to battle tactics, and he understood nothing of power struggles.


      “What did you want to talk about?” I asked after taking a sip of tea, urging Gritz to get down to business.


      “This is something I’ve been discussing with the others, but...we, the vassals of House Hilgardie, would like to gift our lord a sword.”


      “A sword?”


      I’d been convinced he was going to bring up the water transportation project, but it looked like I was wrong.


      “I’m not entirely sure, but I’ve heard that nobles gift young boys swords.”


      “Swords for young boys... Ah. You must be referring to Oath Swords.”


      Gifting an Oath Sword was an old custom practiced only by military families and very old houses in the empire.


      “I believe very few houses still abide by that custom, but it does exist,” I continued. “When boys come of age to hold a sword, they’re given one and made to swear they will use it to protect their people.”


      To be precise, that custom dated back to the former Yutear Kingdom, the root of the current Yutear Empire. Yutear had grown into an empire by integrating several different countries and people groups. One of the downsides of that merger was the loss of many such old traditions.


      “But I don’t believe Lord Nestart ever received a sword from his lord father.”


      “This is a custom followed by the military houses in the center of the empire,” I said. “The baron’s predecessors started as civil officials, so I don’t think it’s all that strange.”


      “I’m sure you’re right. But Lord Nestart has been practicing swordsmanship tirelessly recently, so I thought he ought to have at least one sword of his own.”


      He could certainly wear a sword since he was the head of his house.


      “That’s why I wanted to get your advice, Miss Leis. Would it be rude for us to gift Lord Nestart a sword in place of his lord father?”


      “Hmm... I don’t think Lord Nestart would mind.”


      The outcome very much depended on the feelings of the person receiving the gift. Some nobles would find it insulting to receive something from their vassals—people they deemed below them—but I didn’t think Nestart would react that way. I didn’t see an issue with the vassals gifting him a sword privately, but it wouldn’t be a good idea for them to tell everyone they’d done so.


      “I’m glad to hear that,” Gritz said. “In that case, I have a second request.”


      “You’d like for me to procure the sword.”


      “Yes. Unfortunately, we’d never find a sword of sufficient quality here in the barony. I know we’d be hard-pressed to find a better blade than his shortsword, but one that doesn’t pale in comparison would be a minimum...”


      Nestart’s shortsword had been forged by Gaien, the Divine Artisan. It wasn’t enchanted and was just made of plain, regular steel, but it was still far superior to the best swords an average blacksmith could make.


      “I could have a sword forged by a first-rate master sent from the capital, but...”


      It would cost far more than what a baron’s vassals could afford. At the same time, it didn’t feel right for me to make up the difference in funding.


      I suddenly remembered that a report I’d recently read had mentioned that Kagali, Gaien’s daughter and disciple, was forging as many swords as she could to practice. They were of good quality, so she sold a portion of them to cover her living expenses. Allowing too many high-quality weapons on the market all at once was dangerous, so I’d actually been purchasing most of them. I’d already given a good chunk of them to my subordinates, but the rest were still at my residence for safekeeping.


      “Actually, I happen to employ a very talented blacksmith, though they’re not from the imperial capital. I could procure one of their swords for you, if you’d like,” I offered.


      “Truly?! Please do!”


      After discussing the budget with Gritz, I swiftly wrote a letter to Kagali asking her to send one of her swords here.


      I’d only just sent my saint bird flying out the window when another one flew in. It was the saint bird I’d left with Barl.


      “A report from Barl?” Mireille asked.


      “Yes. Everything went well, it seems,” I said, reading through his letter.


      The mission I’d given Barl was to break into a mansion and take custody of a few individuals. The mansion was located in a rural area of the kingdom, in a town that was a little too big to be called a village.


      ◆


      Under the veil of darkness, Barl and two of his underlings approached the mansion. They all carried large bags.


      “Are you sure this is the place, Mr. Barl?”


      “Yeah. It looks like a merchant’s mansion, but it actually belongs to a noble. The missy warned me against casualties, so you’d better hold back, boys.”


      “Sure.”


      “Got it.”


      Barl and his men infiltrated the mansion silently. Barl was prepared, and he knew exactly where to go.


      “Who goes there?!” a young man with glasses shouted as Barl and the others barged into his room.


      He’d been sitting at his desk and jumped to his feet immediately, but Barl couldn’t sense the slightest hint of martial arts knowledge from his movements. He was a complete amateur, and yet he didn’t try to run when faced with a burly man like Barl. Instead, he walked to the bed in the corner of the room. Barl took a look and noticed a young child asleep next to a trembling woman. By the looks of it, the man was trying to hide them behind his back.


      “Oh, stop panicking. The name’s Barl. I’ve been tasked to take you with me, so let’s get going.”


      “I don’t know what you’re after, but that’s impossible. We’re being held here against our will, and guards constantly monitor this place.”


      “I know. That’s exactly why we didn’t come empty-handed,” Barl replied. He and his men emptied the contents of their bags onto the floor.


      “What?!” the man yelped.


      “Eeek!!!” the woman shrieked.


      “They’ll make for perfectly good substitutes, don’t you think?”


      Barl and the others had just dumped three bodies—a man’s, a woman’s, and a child’s—in the middle of the room.


      A few minutes later, black smoke rose above the burning mansion as Barl and his men, as well as a couple carrying a child, ran through the streets.


      “M-Mr. Barl,” the man panted. “Where are we going now...?”


      “We’re headed to the empire.”


      “The empire?!”


      “I’ll explain later. For now, just shut up and follow me.”


      With that, they made their way out of town.


      ◇


      After I finished reading through Barl’s report, I looked at Mireille. “He’s taken custody of them. For the time being, make sure a room awaits them in my residence in the capital.”


      “Of course. What should we do with them moving forward, though?”


      “We’ll find them a home and jobs in one of the towns under my patronage. But for now, I want them under strict house arrest in the capital.”


      “They’re to be your bargaining chip, after all.”


      “Indeed, so see to it that they’re well taken care of,” I told Mireille.


      I trusted Arnaud would do a fine job in the capital.




      The number of migrants arriving from the Van den Haak Viscounty had stabilized, but the quantity of goods I imported from the viscounty through Enfer had grown considerably. Because of that, some trouble had started to arise.


      “Enfer conducts business exclusively with large firms benefiting from the personal support of Viscount Van den Haak. However, those firms have been prioritizing exchanges with Enfer because they’re so profitable. Apparently, this is causing shortages in the viscounty,” Mireille told me. She was reading through the report that one of our spies in the viscounty had just sent over.


      “What is Van den Haak doing about this?”


      “Nothing much, it appears. He seems to be focused on making money and hasn’t moved to reduce exports.”


      “How have the people reacted?”


      “So far, things are still fairly quiet on that front. Some commoners are leaving the viscounty, and thoughts of rebellion are floating among those who’ve stayed, but it’s yet to truly boil over.”


      I nodded and told Mireille to keep watching the situation carefully for the time being.


      “Let’s wait and see what Van den Haak has in mind.”


      “Understood. On an unrelated note, you’ve received a package from the imperial capital, Miss Ellie.” Mireille brought me one of the swords Kagali had forged.


      I assessed the weapon. “The quality is quite nice.”


      Kagali had used an alloy of several ores and monster materials, and while it couldn’t exactly be called a magic sword, it definitely was a powerful weapon, so I contacted Gritz without delay.


      Gritz was in a great mood after seeing how nice the sword was. He immediately reached out to the other vassals so they could get ready to gift it to their lord. He’d roped Abel and Arte into his plan, and the latter invited Nestart to the dining room.


      “Um, sister...? Why is everyone here?” he asked after walking in and noticing that his sister wasn’t the only person waiting for him.


      Gritz stepped forward. “Lord Nestart, I hope you’ll forgive us for being so rude as to summon you here.”


      “Huh? Oh, um, I don’t really mind.”


      “We vassals have a present for you, my lord.”


      “A present?”


      “Here.”


      Gritz handed the sword to Nestart. In the world of the nobility, elaborate formalities and ritualized courtesies usually accompanied the exchanges of gifts, but it would have been tactless of me to point that out at such a time.


      Nestart’s eyes roved over the weapon. “This sword...” he whispered.
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      “We enlisted the help of Miss Leis to procure it. Please accept it, my lord. You’ve become the head of your family at a young age and have tirelessly labored for the good of your people ever since. We all deeply respect you for it, and we wanted to show you how much we appreciate your efforts.”


      “Everyone...”


      Tears welled up in Nestart’s eyes as he looked at his vassals. Nestart carried the weight of their lives, as well as those of all the people of the barony, on his shoulders—a heavy burden for a child like him. Yet I had no doubt that with the support of his sister and his vassals, he’d bloom into a very fine lord.


      “We should leave them to it,” I whispered to Mireille.


      “Yes,” she replied.


      The two of us intruding further on this moment would be especially inappropriate, so Mireille and I sneaked out discreetly.




      Nestart liked the sword his vassals had gifted him very much. From that day onward, I often saw him carrying it at his hip even when he was just working in the residence.


      I was thinking about that when Mireille came to me.


      “Miss Ellie, we’ve received word from you-know-who.”


      “At long last. Let Lord Nestart know that I’ll be away from the barony for some time.”


      “Yes, miss.”


      After informing Nestart of my upcoming absence, Mireille and I left the barony by carriage. We headed to the neighboring Van den Haak Viscounty.


      ◆


      An angry mob armed with pikes had surrounded the residence of Viscount Van den Haak, which stood at the very heart of the viscounty’s capital. They’d simply encircled the residence from a distance for now, but it was only a matter of time before they rushed in.


      A panicked shout echoed within the walls of the manor. “What’s going on?!”


      “Don’t shout, Wilson.” Edward was a lot calmer than the lord of this estate, and he leisurely brought his cup of tea to his lips.


      “Your Grace! I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me! I spread those rumors and pushed my people to move to the Hilgardie Barony, and yet...”


      Wilson peeked outside through the gap between the curtains. The torches held by the angry mob swayed in the dark of the night like ghosts. The commoners had closed off the entire perimeter around Wilson’s residence, with not even enough room for a mouse to escape.


      “The rioters have reached my home!” Wilson continued. “If this keeps up, we’ll... Ah! What is His Highness doing at such a time?!”


      “His Highness is busy hunting down monsters in the countryside to boost his approval rating,” Edward replied.


      “But what of my safety?! What of the promise he made to give me another territory?!”


      “Indeed. What of it, I wonder?”


      “Don’t mock me!”


      Wilson drew closer to Edward, annoyed, but Jild’s voice interrupted him.


      “Excuse me, Lord Edward. Your guest has arrived.”


      Wilson was confused. “What? A guest?!”


      Edward ignored him entirely and addressed Jild instead. “Show her in at once.”


      Jild immediately left the room at his master’s behest and returned shortly with a woman.


      Wilson’s face contorted in shock when he laid eyes on her, and a strangled cry escaped his throat. An eye patch covered one of the woman’s eyes, but he’d never fail to recognize her sparkling silver hair and ice-blue iris.


      “Elizabeth Leiston,” he said, seething.


      In contrast, Edward’s greeting was friendly. “We’ve been awaiting your arrival, Lady Elizabeth.”


      “I appreciate your hard work, Edward,” she replied.


      “Wh-What’s going on?! Why are you here?!”


      “I invited her,” Edward said, enraging Wilson even further.


      “Stop messing with me!”


      “I’m not,” Edward replied. He placed his cup down on the table before casting a contemptuous gaze at Wilson. “Putting your hopes in that foolish prince... There was never any future for the lot of you. You sealed Haldoria’s fate when you ousted Lady Elizabeth. Now that things have come to this, all I can do is make sure our homeland dies quietly to avoid spilling the blood of innocents.”


      “What are you talking about?! You spearheaded Lady Elizabeth’s doom...didn’t you?!” Wilson sounded flustered.


      Edward sighed, fed up with him. “She instructed me to spread such rumors, so I did. You really are a fool.”


      “Edward remained in the kingdom to keep me informed of the movements of Friede’s faction,” Elizabeth added.


      Edward picked up his cup of tea again and stood up, as if to leave Elizabeth his spot at the table. Then, he stood behind her in the manner of a faithful servant.
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      “This can’t be... Then, from the very start, you were...” Wilson mumbled.


      “I’ve always regretted the fact that I couldn’t stop the crown prince.”


      “You needn’t let that weigh on your mind, Edward. By that point, you’d already given up your position as a minister and passed down your title to your son.”


      “I almost cut his head right off when he told me he’d support the crown prince,” Edward said, looking up as he recalled the memory.


      “You did well leaving him be. He’s been of use, hasn’t he?” Elizabeth said.


      “I suppose he has. His connection to Friede allowed me to infiltrate the crown prince’s faction undetected.”


      As he listened to the conversation between Elizabeth and Edward, Wilson couldn’t stop himself from shouting. “You knew that Lady Elizabeth had gone to the empire and was aiming for our heads all this time?!”


      Wilson had put his full trust in Edward—a rare thing for a man as cowardly as he was. There were no others he trusted as deeply.


      “No, I genuinely learned that she was hiding in the Yutear Empire quite recently. Lady Elizabeth is wary of the kingdom...or rather of King Bulat, after all. I only received unilateral instructions through her familiars. But I knew that was necessary to ensure her safety.”


      “The fewer people in Haldoria who knew where I was, the better,” Elizabeth said. “Oh, and for the record, Van den Haak, I’m only after the heads of the people who have hurt my pride. I have no interest in small fry like you, so don’t flatter yourself.”


      “Wh-What?! Th-Then, why are you...”


      “It’s not my fault, is it?” Elizabeth let out an exaggerated sigh and shrugged theatrically. “You just so happened to carelessly saunter into my field of vision. Wouldn’t you also squash an insect buzzing in front of you?”


      “A-An insect...?”


      “Now then, we’re done with the greetings, so I shall take my leave.”


      “W-Wait!” Wilson grabbed a decorative sword from the wall and blocked Elizabeth’s path. “His Highness wants your head! I can still... I can still...!”


      “It’s over, Wilson. Can’t you hear?” Just as those words left Elizabeth’s lips, the sounds of the angry, shouting mob breaking down Wilson’s front door echoed through the manor. “See? Your next guests require your attention. You don’t have the time to play with me.”


      Wilson’s face paled as the cacophony drew closer. Elizabeth paid it no mind and turned to Mireille.


      “We’re leaving, Mireille.”


      “Of course, miss. Mirage,” she chanted.


      Elizabeth and the others disappeared, leaving behind Wilson’s cries of pain and anguish as the enraged throng got their hands on him.


      ◆


      “You’ve done well, Edward.”


      “Don’t mention it. I’m just honored I was able to be of use to you, Lady Elizabeth.”


      “I will require your assistance from within the borders of the kingdom more often now.”


      “It shall be my pleasure, my lady.” After bowing to her reverently, Edward studied Elizabeth’s face and suddenly added, “If you don’t mind me asking, what sort of trick did you use?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I understand you’ve entered into a magic contract with Lady Roselia Fadgal. One that prevents you from harming commoners.”


      “That’s true. I have signed such a contract with her.”


      “Well, it was obvious that your schemes this time would result in victims among the commoners, yet you don’t seem to have been punished by the contract. I must say I’m intrigued.”


      Elizabeth tilted her head to the side, looking slightly puzzled. “My schemes...? I only conducted business transactions, nothing more. There were unexpected victims, but... Huh? No... That’s... But then, the contract should have... Eh?”


      “Miss Ellie!”


      Elizabeth was clutching the eye that had gone blind because of her mana rampage, clearly in pain. Mireille rushed over to her.


      “M-Mireille...”


      “Miss Ellie, lend me your ear. The grimoire is closed on the shelf,” she whispered.


      “Ah... Yes... Yes, that’s right...” Elizabeth immediately calmed down. “Do forgive me,” she told Edward.


      “N-No, it’s fine.”


      “You were curious about the magic contract, yes?” Elizabeth removed her eye patch and handed it to Mireille. Her previously covered eye focused on Edward and didn’t look unusual in the slightest. “The answer is simple.”


      Elizabeth gathered mana in her left hand and materialized her Divine Artifact.


      “That’s...”


      “My Divine Artifact, the Grimoire of Asmodeus. It can hypnotize people, plant suggestions, and alter memories and perceptions.”


      “Those sound almost like curses... Ah, I understand now. You twisted your own perception. Magic contracts rely on the perceptions of those who sign them, so you made yourself unable to see the harm that you were causing to Van den Haak’s people. As far as you were concerned, you were simply doing business, and that’s what the magic contract registered. Those words Miss Mireille whispered to you were the key to break the hypnosis, I assume?”


      “Indeed. My eye was the compensation my grimoire took from me. I hadn’t expected the price to be that heavy, but I suppose it makes sense considering the fact that I locked off my memories and added a release condition on top of planting the suggestion.”


      Elizabeth sighed, and Edward smiled awkwardly.


      “These are Miss Ellie’s directives for the future of this territory,” Mireille said, handing him a letter.


      “Understood,” Edward replied. He put the letter in his breast pocket before bowing deeply to Elizabeth. “I will do as you command. I’ve arranged for Jild to remain here and oversee this territory for the time being. I’ll contact you through him when the need arises.”


      “I’ll leave this place to both of you, then.”


      “We won’t let you down!” Edward and Jild exclaimed at the same time, each dropping to one knee in front of Elizabeth.




      Edward watched through the window as Elizabeth and Mireille left for the Hilgardie Barony. He waited until he couldn’t see them anymore before turning to Jild, who’d been standing behind him silently this entire time.


      “You will be in charge of contacting Lady Elizabeth from now on. Feed that brat information on Friede, Adel, and Bulat to earn her trust.”


      “As you command.”


      Edward sighed. “Good grief. I used that fool of a prince to get her out of the picture, but she still had to poke her nose into our affairs again. Couldn’t she have been content playing merchant in the empire quietly?”


      Edward sat back in his leather chair and ordered Jild to fetch him a glass of wine at once.




      After getting Friede’s approval to name Jild the temporary governor of the Van den Haak Viscounty, Edward brought in merchants under his control. The local economy soon stabilized, bringing back order. Edward then returned to his own territory once he’d made sure that everything was on track.


      Before long, a letter arrived for Jild. In it, Edward ordered him to get in touch with Elizabeth in the Hilgardie Barony again. There was a perfectly good pretext for it: He could go apologize to the baron for the trouble Van den Haak had caused him.


      A few days later, Jild arrived in the Hilgardie Barony. He’d gone through the forest, the shorter route between the two territories, and he was now facing Ellie in Enfer’s drawing room.


      “I hear you’ve restored order to the Van den Haak Viscounty,” Ellie said.


      “We have,” Jild replied.


      Ellie was sitting on the sofa with her legs crossed while Jild knelt on the floor as though he were in the presence of a king.


      “Sit down, won’t you?” Ellie urged.


      Jild shook his head. “There is something I wish to discuss with you first, Lady Elizabeth.”


      “Speak.”


      Jild looked terribly tense as he opened his mouth. “Please take a look at these.”


      The documents Jild handed Ellie were evidence of Edward’s dishonesty over the years—proof he’d betrayed Ellie a long time ago.


      “Am I to understand you want to defect to my side?” Ellie asked.


      “I’ve taken part in everything and have betrayed you, just like he has. I have no intention of begging for my life.”


      “I see. Why turn on him now, then? What do you want from me?”


      Jild took a deep breath. “My son... Please save my son’s family. If you grant me this request, I will give you every document in my possession. I will give you my life to use as you see fit in your quest for revenge. So please...”


      Ellie looked down at Jild, begging on his knees with his head down, and hummed. Then, she took out the documents Mireille had given her some time ago and tossed them at him.


      “Wh-What are those...?”


      “Go on. Read them,” Ellie said.


      Jild gasped. The pages were filled with evidence that Edward had betrayed Ellie’s trust over and over again ever since her time in the kingdom, all while playing the part of the good-natured old man in front of her. The compiled data was far more accurate and complete than the documents Jild had produced. He clenched his teeth so hard that his molars almost shattered at the realization that he’d lost his only bargaining chip.


      “Mireille,” Ellie said.


      “Yes, miss. Mr. Jild, we’ve already stormed the mansion where your son and his family were imprisoned in the Wanard Marquisate and have taken custody of them.”


      Jild’s eyes widened at the unexpected revelation. Mireille didn’t seem to care about his reaction, though, and she simply continued speaking, her tone matter-of-fact.


      “Your son, his wife, and their child are resting in Miss Ellie’s residence in the capital. We will soon make arrangements for them to move to Milista.”


      “M-Milista?”


      “It’s a town under Miss Ellie’s patronage in the Sarjas region. We shall guarantee their security as long as they remain there.”


      “See? Your wish has already been granted. Your life is now mine,” Ellie said.


      “Th-Thank you! I will repay this debt without fail!”


      “I’ll ensure your son’s and his family’s safety, so do make some time to go see them. I’ll create an excuse for you to travel.”


      Jild couldn’t stop himself from crying.


      “We burned down Edward’s mansion and made it seem like a poorly maintained candlestand was at fault. Needless to say, we planted substitute bodies before the fire, so Edward shouldn’t notice that something was amiss anytime soon. There’s a high chance he’ll conceal the incident from you in order to keep using you, though, so pretend you have no idea anything happened.”


      “O-Of course! I will do as you say!” Jild exclaimed. He thanked Ellie again and again before leaving.


      “Was this really what you wanted?” Mireille asked once he was gone. “Jild Einwas helped spread lies about your character. In fact, he didn’t just help. He carried out most of the work.”


      “That’s true, but he only did so because his son and his family were hostages. I drove him to despair, if only for a moment, by throwing those documents in his face without a word. That’ll do. I could have killed him, but that would have been a waste. He’s far more valuable alive.”


      “Are you referring to Swallow’s Nest?”


      “Indeed.”


      Swallow’s Nest was the name of Jild’s organization. It specialized in spreading rumors and had been instrumental to Van den Haak’s schemes for manipulating information.


      “With Jild at my beck and call, that organization is mine,” Ellie continued. “I won’t be able to utilize its full potential in the empire, but it will make controlling information within the borders of the kingdom far easier.”


      ◇


      After I eased Mireille’s doubts, the two of us returned to the Hilgardie residence. The gatekeeper greeted us, and I returned a nod. Almost immediately after, I sensed mana surging violently like an explosion inside the mansion.


      “Miss Ellie!” Mireille exclaimed.


      “That mana... Lord Nestart?”


      Mireille and I rushed toward the source.


      “What were Lord Nestart’s plans today?” I asked while we ran.


      “He was supposed to meet with a nobleman’s messenger, I believe.”


      “Could something have happened between them?” I wondered out loud.


      The way the mana was spreading resembled a rampage. I hadn’t made Nestart drink that potion yet, but the rigorous training regimen I had him complete every day had the possibility of triggering a spontaneous mana rampage.


      We bounded up the stairs and had to jump over the maids, who were unable to even stand because of the potent mana, before I kicked open the door of the drawing room.


      “That’s...”


      What I saw wasn’t unexpected per se, but it was the unlikeliest scenario among the ones I’d imagined.


      “Urgh...”


      Nestart was standing in the center of the messy room. “Miss Ellie...”


      “May I ask what’s happened?” I responded.


      Nestart was trying his hardest to keep his mana under control. His expression was blank, as if to conceal the violent emotions raging within him, and he was covered in fresh blood. He didn’t appear to be wounded, though. I looked down at the man struggling to breathe at Nestart’s feet. By the looks of it, the blood appeared to be his.


      Nestart remained silent, so I shifted my gaze to a maid who was trembling up against the wall. She must have seen what had transpired, but she didn’t say a word either.


      I sighed. “Mireille, who is this man?”


      “An envoy of Count Elkrinde, if I’m not mistaken.”


      “Ah, the replacement of that ridiculous third son from House Merck.”


      I didn’t know what had happened, but I assumed that man had said something that had enraged Nestart. I’d always felt some darkness in Nestart’s heart, but I had to admit that I hadn’t expected it to be quite so strong.


      “You don’t have to force yourself to explain things right now, Lord Nestart. But I do need you to answer one question: Is that man of use to you?”


      Nestart shook his head.


      “S-Save...m—”


      I cut off the man’s head with a blade of ice before he could finish his plea.


      The maid shrieked, so I blasted some mana at her to make her faint.


      “We’ll take care of her memories later. Mireille, have the servants prepare a bath and a change of clothes for Lord Nestart.”


      “Yes, miss.”


      I pulled out a potion that could calm down mana rampages from my Grimoire of Mammon.


      “Lord Nestart, please take this—”


      “Don’t come any closer! Please!” he shouted.


      His mana stirred, reacting to mine, and rock spikes erupted toward my legs.


      “Oh my. I’ll have to be a little rough, so please forgive me, Lord Nestart.”


      I dodged the spikes and the fumes that started rising from Nestart, which threatened to petrify anything they touched. Pebbles flew at me next, so I protected myself with a shield of ice before slipping behind Nestart, restraining him, and shoving the neck of the vial into his mouth. He coughed as I forced him to drink the potion.


      “Are you feeling calmer?” I asked.


      “Yes... No... My mana is still...”
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      “You’ll continue feeling like your mana is roiling inside you for some time. Mireille, take care of him,” I said when Mireille returned after giving orders to the maids outside.


      “You can leave him to me, miss. Please follow me, Lord Nestart.”


      “Yes...”


      Nestart had calmed down after drinking the potion, and Mireille led him outside the room with a hand on his back. I’d take care of things here while she had him wash up and change into fresh clothes. Barl’s underlings would dispose of the body for me. I was thinking about fixing the mess that this drawing room had become when Abel arrived right in time to handle it.


      “Wh-What in the world happened...?” he whispered as he took in the state of the room.


      “I’m not sure either,” I replied. “Count Elkrinde’s envoy must have struck a nerve this time.”


      Abel was still staring at the disastrous spectacle, mouth agape, so I told him I’d go call someone to dispose of the body before walking out.


      I summoned a saint bird at the entrance to the manor and ordered Barl to send me a few of his men before I headed to the courtyard.


      “Who would have thought that Nestart would swing his sword at someone and immediately tell me that the man was useless to him without a sliver of hesitation. That was anger... Not some sort of righteous indignation, but true rage powered by hatred.”


      I would never fail to recognize the repressed expression I’d seen on his face. It was the very same expression I used to see in the mirror during the early days of my asylum in the empire.


      “Count Elkrinde, huh...? If what moves Lord Nestart truly is hatred... If what he wishes for is revenge... Well, I wouldn’t mind lending a hand.”


      My murmurs vanished into the silence of the Hilgardie residence as the shadows cast by the setting sun grew taller and taller.


      ◇◆☆◆◇


      The water transportation system built by Baron Hilgardie during that era of unrest remains the cornerstone of the circulation of goods in the southern part of the empire to this day. Boats of all sizes navigate the waterways, ferrying people and goods over great distances constantly. Interestingly, most of the hotels and storage facilities alongside the fluvial route have existed since the inception of the water transportation project.


      While scholars still argue over how Baron Hilgardie, formerly no more than a minor provincial noble, succeeded in building such an extensive logistics operation, I must admit I am far more interested in the quality of the food—and the comfort of the mattresses—of the establishment at which I’m staying tonight. It’s a place that’s existed for hundreds of years, which is said to have been visited by the Merchant of the Wilderness, Lunoa Carlton, in her time.


      “Hmm... I should add a line about how that inn appears in the famous play, The Tale of Lunoa Carlton, Merchant of the Wilderness, shouldn’t I? If I’m not mistaken, the funds to build that inn came from House Hilgardie, so...”


      Rocked by the gentle sway of the passenger boat on the water, the journalist polished the article he’d been asked to write. In a few hours, he would reach the inn where he was supposed to stay the night. After making a few changes, he felt satisfied with his current progress and went out to the upper deck for a smoke.


      “What was the name of that inn, again?” he asked aloud, lighting his cigarette. “The First Slash, was it? That’s such a weird name for an inn. It sounds more like a weapon shop, if you ask me.”


      After muttering that to himself, the journalist exhaled slowly, letting the smoke drift away.




      Insight into the writing process of a journalist working on the special issue, The Development of the Empire and the Dukedom: The South of the Empire, and the North of the Dukedom, three months before release.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      It’s been a while. I’m Hagure Metabo.


      Thank you very much for purchasing the seventh volume of A Livid Lady’s Guide to Getting Even: How I Crushed My Homeland with My Mighty Grimoires.


      To my amazement, an anime adaptation is in progress. An anime adaptation is in progress! Saying important things twice is an old otaku tradition, so please don’t mind me.


      I only get to make this happy announcement thanks to the huge buffs that masami-sama’s beautiful illustrations, Oonoimo-sama’s outstanding manga adaptation, and my dear readers’ support have given me. Thank you very much!


      I wrote this book as the first part of a narrative arc that will conclude in volume 8. In many ways, the contents of volume 7 read as a prelude, and I’ve made it a point to avoid big confrontations as much as possible. Because of that, this volume might feel a little tamer than previous ones.


      Nestart, who has carved a place for himself as a key character in this arc, didn’t exist at all at first. His sister, Arte, was never even supposed to make a comeback after meeting Ellie as an investigator in volume 1. However, I really liked Arte’s design in Oonoimo-sama’s manga version, so I decided to bring her back first during the festival and then later in the city of the dwarves before making her a more prominent character in this arc. To be honest, not even I—the author—ever expected she would appear this much.


      I’ve also been able to write about Lunoa’s growth as a leading force in the background. Up until now, she’s always been surprised by Ellie’s actions, but this time, it’s finally time for her to surprise Ellie in return. I’m really looking forward to her future developments.


      Sadly, Alice and Misha haven’t had much of a chance to shine while they’ve been at Lucas’s residence, but I hope to give them a bit more space in the future. I’m glad that I at least got to squeeze in an illustration of the two of them dressed as maids.


      Moving on to another topic entirely, I got to make ume liqueur this year. I’m eagerly looking forward to it being ready to drink, but there’s one little problem—I can’t really drink alcohol. As a general rule, I can’t drink anything over four percent. Considering the usual alcohol concentration in ume liqueur, I’d need to dilute it tenfold.


      In case you’re wondering: Yes, I tried my hand at making it purely out of curiosity. But worry not, my little brother will take responsibility and make sure none of it goes to waste. I’ll try a little bit as well.


      Summer has come for us this year too. I feel like we’ve reached a threshold where just saying it’s hot doesn’t cut it anymore. Every single year, I say that it’s hotter than the previous year, and it’s no joke. It’s so hot. Thankfully, I haven’t ended up in the hospital because of heatstroke this year, but I’m starting to think it might just be a matter of time. Alas, my resistance to the heat is abysmal. Please make sure to hydrate regularly and take good care of your health.


      Now for the acknowledgments:


      To my dear illustrator, masami-sama: Thank you for always drawing such wonderful art. I’ve come to realize that one of my biggest motivations to write is to create the scenes I want you to illustrate!


      To Oonoimo-sama, who has been adapting my work in manga format: I look forward to every new chapter! Some of the scenes are completely original, and I’m beyond excited to discover more of them!


      To my editor, S-sama: Thank you for your precise feedback on the parts I struggled to write and worried about.


      I’m also very thankful to everyone involved in the process of making this book! I’ve said this before, but I’m aware that this work wouldn’t be nearly as appealing without everyone’s assistance!


      I once wrote that I was running out of ways to describe how mind-blowing their efforts are, but I’ve still yet to come up with any good metaphor. Once again, it appears I have no choice but to leave that challenge to my future self.


      Last of all, to my dear readers: It’s only thanks to your support that I was able to receive such a wonderful opportunity.


      Thank you so much!

    

  

  
    [image: Color1]
  

  
    [image: Color2]
  

  
    [image: Color3]
  

  
    
      Bonus Short Story: Establishing the Carlton Commercial Firm


      Lunoa was checking in on George at an inn located in the Lebrick Margravate’s capital, which had a great view of the main avenue.


      Lunoa picked up the kettle that had been sitting atop a small magical heating device.


      “So your boss betrayed you, and you lost your home, Mr. George?” she asked.


      Even as she made tea, her gaze remained fixed on the young man she’d saved from orcs in the middle of the forest. Lunoa had healed his injuries with her magic, but he was still very weak, so she’d brought him to this inn to recover.


      George let out a feeble, self-deprecating laugh. “I’m not sure ‘betrayed’ is the right word. I messed up at work, and he cut me off because of that.”


      Lunoa cocked her head. “How did you end up in that monster-infested forest after making a mistake at work?”


      George’s escape had made him weary, and perhaps too reckless, so he found himself spitting out the truth. “He sent assassins after me.”


      “Oh. That sounds rather serious.”


      “My blunder involved a noble, so...”


      A hint of wariness appeared on Lunoa’s face. She’d attended plenty of business meetings with nobles while helping Ellie, but Lunoa hadn’t forgotten the gap that existed between them and commoners. A noble could easily eliminate a commoner or two on a whim.


      “Will you be all right? That noble must still have their eyes on you,” she said.


      “I should be okay,” George replied. “The assassins seemed completely certain those orcs would kill me, and the nobleman I used to serve belongs to a different faction than the lord of this territory. I should be safe as long as I remain in this city.”


      “I see.”


      “Besides, if I’m being honest, I’m glad I’m not bound to that man anymore.”


      During George’s escape, resignation and despair had gripped his heart, but speaking with Lunoa and putting his thoughts into words was allowing him to move past those emotions. His expression grew more spirited by the minute.


      “So you’re planning to remain in this city, Mr. George?”


      “Yes. I’m so pathetic that I’ve been relying on you for everything—even this room, but I promise I’ll find a job and repay my debt to you.”


      “Forget about that. I got a pretty good amount of money from the Adventurers’ Guild after showing proof that I killed those orcs.”


      “That money was yours to begin with, young lady. You’re the adventurer, and you killed them. I could never claim any part of it as mine.”


      “I’m not an adventurer, actually.”


      George let out an idiotic-sounding “Huh?” out of shock.


      “Well, I am registered with the Adventurers’ Guild, so I suppose I am an adventurer, but that’s not my main job. I’m a merchant,” Lunoa explained.


      “A merchant?! But you killed those orcs like it was child’s play.”


      Lunoa forced a smile. “Well, my teacher... Let’s say she has a certain view of what makes a good merchant, and she won’t recognize me as a full-fledged merchant unless I can fight well enough to defend myself...”


      “Sh-She sounds like a strict teacher,” George said, his cheek twitching.


      It was common for merchants to know how to fight to some extent, but that was because most of them started trading before they had the money to hire adventurers or mercenaries for protection. George had never heard of anyone needing to be strong enough to defeat several orcs alone in order to qualify as a merchant.


      “Were you in the forest to train, then?” he asked.


      “No, I was in the middle of a preliminary investigation. I’m trying to start a business.”


      “Oh?”


      “That’s an assignment my teacher gave me. She gave me some starting capital, and I have to use it to turn a profit.”


      “Your teacher definitely seems strict, both when it comes to your fighting ability and business.”


      “Ha ha! I’ve gotten used to it over the years,” Lunoa replied, gazing in the distance.


      George sympathized with her.


      “Speaking of which,” he asked, “what kind of business are you planning to start?”


      “Well, um, I don’t have anything concrete yet, but...”


      Lunoa handed George her notebook. Of course, this was a notebook she’d specifically prepared to show to others, and it contained none of the core pieces of information she wanted to keep secret. There were no mentions of Traitre either. George read through the entire thing with a serious expression before returning it to Lunoa.


      “Young lady... No, Lunoa. Would you consider letting me help you with this?”


      “Huh?”


      “If this succeeds, you’ll see massive profits,” George said. He corrected his posture and bowed to Lunoa. “Please hire me.”


      “B-But, I’m still a greenhorn, and...”


      “I disagree. You wouldn’t be far behind most adult merchants. Case in point: You’ve remained wary of me this entire time, haven’t you?”


      Lunoa gasped.


      “I noticed you studying my expression while I read through your notebook. The lord I used to serve had me in charge of negotiations. His methods didn’t quite agree with me, though...”


      “What do you mean by that?”


      “He favored heavy-handed methods. For instance, he ordered me to make the other party angry on purpose or to threaten them. The other day, I ended up angering the wrong person because of that—a female merchant who worked for the lord with whom I was negotiating. That woman turned out to be the head of a big company, and she put pressure on my lord to have me cut off.”


      “That sounds like quite the ordeal.”


      “I guess I always knew it would end up like this one day. Anyway, have you decided? Would you consider hiring me?”


      “I’m, um, not exactly in a position to hire staff. I don’t even have a company of my own.”


      “Oh? But you’ll need one you can use freely to carry out your plan. Did you intend to use your teacher’s name?”


      “N-No, but I don’t think it should be such a big deal, so...”


      George paused. “All right, listen, Lunoa.”


      Lunoa seemed to be greatly underestimating her own plan, so George started explaining to her the implications it carried and the extent of the profits she could potentially generate. The more he spoke, the paler Lunoa’s face became.


      “I-I didn’t think it would turn out to be such a massive project...”


      “Well, it certainly will. But you’re looking at equally massive profits. As a merchant, you couldn’t possibly give up on such a promising idea, could you?”


      “You’re right... If there’s profit to be made, I want to give it a go.”


      “And I’d like to work with you. I’m fine with my salary being just enough to cover my living expenses at first.”


      “All right, then. I was starting to feel like I couldn’t handle everything alone. I’m looking forward to working with you, Mr. George.”


      “Likewise. Now that the matter is settled, come on! Let’s go to the Merchants’ Guild and get your company established.”


      “Already?!”


      “Of course. Now then, shall we, Miss Lunoa?”


      “M-Miss? Why are you suddenly being so polite?”


      “Well, you are going to be my boss. It’s only natural that I speak to you with respect. Wouldn’t you agree?”


      Lunoa was still stunned, but George dragged her to the Merchants’ Guild. His stride was light, now that he’d finally been freed from the shackles of his previous master.


      Little did he know that in three days, the color would drain from his face after he heard the name of Lunoa’s so-called teacher and current boss.
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