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      The girl’s earnest plea left me speechless for a moment.


      “Is that a no?” asked Sheila’s clone.


      “Huh? Oh, that’s not it.” I shook my head. My extended silence must have worried her. “I don’t mind selling the weapons only to you. I was just thinking.”


      “About...?”


      “Well, you’re an incredible woman, Sheila—and you just told me that you’re willing to do anything for this. It made me think about how I could get you to help me research magic, or maybe even boost my mana...”


      Sheila’s clone didn’t respond. She just stared at me wide-eyed.


      I tilted my head. “Sheila?”


      What’s gotten into her? It’s not a very strange reason, is it? If anything, this was just par for the course for me. Losing myself in thoughts about magic... Yep. It’s got my name written all over it.


      Sheila—and by extension, her clone—should know me well enough. I thought I’d explained my silence just fine, but for some reason I’d rendered her speechless instead.


      “Pfft... Ha ha ha ha ha!”


      Suddenly, Lardon’s boisterous laughter echoed in my head. She sounded like she was having the time of her life.


      “What’s the matter, Lardon? Did I say something strange?”


      “Oh, not at all. Your explanation was very normal.”


      Well, that was a suspicious emphasis...and I can still hear her trying not to laugh. Clearly, there was more to this, but I was utterly clueless as to what.


      “Rest assured,” Lardon continued. “This does not warrant your concern. You were simply being yourself, so much so that I found it amusing. The same must go for that lass, hence her reaction.”


      Really...? I directed my dubious gaze back to Sheila’s clone and watched her expression transition from wide-eyed shock to a calm and confident smile.


      “Very well. In that case, would it be acceptable for me to defer my payment?”


      “Hm? What do you mean?”


      “I can accept the deal on my main body’s behalf, as we are essentially the same person, but I believe only she can assist you with your magical endeavors.”


      “Oh, I get it now.” It would probably be pretty hard—or just downright impossible—for Sheila’s clone to help me with magic. At present, all we could do was seal the deal. “Yeah, that’s all good with me.”


      “Thank you kindly.”


      “Likewise.”


      Sheila’s clone hummed. “Interesting... Knowing you, things must have turned out this way purely by coincidence.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I mean that you are now living up to your name quite well... You see, you wouldn’t be the first to earn a nickname as sinister as ‘Monster King,’” she explained. “In their later years, such powerful beings would usually alleviate their boredom by nurturing their own enemies.”


      “They...nurture their enemies? By their own hand?”


      “Indeed.”


      “Oh...” What a strange notion. I mean, who would typically think of strengthening their own enemy? Sheila’s clone seemed to mirror my dubious expression. “Looks like you can’t wrap your head around it either.”


      “As a human, I do find it odd,” she answered. “But you are known as the Monster King. I would say this is befitting of your reputation.”


      “Okay...” My lips formed an awkward smile. Is that a compliment or a jab...?


      “Rest assured, I am complimenting you,” said Sheila’s clone.


      “She is indeed complimenting you,” Lardon affirmed.


      Well, if they both say so... Guess I’ll just take it for what it is.




      The next few days were just a rinse and repeat of the same routine: Banshees came seeking refuge, then we’d take them in, ask if they wanted to become my familiars, and turn them into dark elves.


      Thanks to Sheila spreading the word, most of our new refugees had fled their old lands just before things turned south for them. In other words, before they started getting persecuted. This meant our preventive measures were a success.


      With Grace leading our growing population of dark elves, I once again confirmed that they were a dab hand at magic and began to teach them a few spells, starting with Magic Missile, all the while making the Magic Missile balls for Sheila. Grace soon volunteered to help on that front, and the rest of the dark elves slowly but surely followed her example, so I went ahead and taught all of them how too.


      As our dark elf population grew, so did our production speed. In just a bit over a week, we had created the first ten thousand units.
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      A few days later, the main road stretching from the palace’s front gate was bereft of its usual bustle and clamor. The monsters stood parted on either side to make way for a human procession. Under the clear blue sky, soldiers escorted a glamorous carriage as it made its way to the palace grounds, where I stood with the elven maids, waiting to welcome them.


      Finally, the carriage slowed to a halt. A soldier set down a small platform in front of the door, which the passenger set her foot on as she alighted from the carriage, her dress fluttering behind her. The lack of a weapon by her side gave her a much more elegant impression than usual.


      The passenger—Sheila—turned to me and performed a curtsy.


      “You must be tired from the long journey,” I said to her.


      “Not at all. Thank you very much for welcoming me.”


      “Let’s go inside, shall we? Reina, bring the escorts somewhere they can rest.”


      “Right away,” Reina replied.


      After leaving the soldiers and servants to Reina, I took Sheila with me into the palace. The door had just shut behind us when she turned to me with an amused smirk.


      “I’ve never seen you conduct yourself in such a manner.”


      “I got a script...and a cheat sheet,” I muttered. Lardon’s laugh echoed in my head.


      For Sheila’s official visit, I was advised to act like the king that I was, even handed a script for the occasion. But memorizing and reciting scripts weren’t really my forte, not to mention that I was so out of my depth in official events like these. Instead, I managed with a very helpful cheat sheet in the form of Lardon talking in my head.


      “Anyway, I could say the same to you, Sheila. Isn’t this the first time you didn’t greet me with a surprise attack?”


      “Oh? Hmm... You may be right.” Sheila smirked. “It appears we’ve both been rather out of character today. I do apologize for the trouble.”


      “Nah, it’s all good.”


      We proceeded down the wide hall, chatting all the while.


      “You had a reason for it, didn’t you? Reina, Scarlet, and Lardon all advised me to go along with this little act.”


      “A little act? Goodness, you wound me...” Sheila giggled. “I’m impressed you saw through that.”


      “No, I didn’t. That’s just what Lardon called it.”


      “Ah, is that so?” She giggled again.


      We finally arrived at the parlor room. The elven maid standing by the door opened and closed the door for us, not saying a single word the entire time.


      Sheila’s clone was already waiting inside.


      “Good work,” Sheila told her.


      “I suppose it’s time to deposit these memories,” said her clone.


      Just like that, Sheila undid the spell. She hardly flinched, but for a few seconds, she was blinking noticeably quicker. All of her clone’s memories were flowing into her. I also used this spell a fair bit, so I knew how she must be feeling right now—not that I could ever get used to that bizarre sensation. Still, it always went away fairly quickly.


      Sure enough, Sheila was back to normal within five seconds. By then, I had already taken my seat on the couch and gestured for her to take the other.


      “You have my gratitude,” she said with a deep bow. The elegant gesture coupled with her formal dress painted a very beautiful picture. “By your aid, the Duchy of Parta is now within my grasp.”


      “I heard from my brother. You guys battled, right?”


      “Yes. We used ninety percent of the weapons you gave us to shut them down with brute force.”


      “What? You used nine thousand in one go?”


      “Correct. Possibly more.”


      “Wow... That’s a lot for a single battle.”


      “Parta was terribly persistent despite essentially being on death’s door. They were like this with you as well, yes? I judged that the best course of action was to crush their morale with a single, massive battle.”


      “I get it... Wow.” That was impressive. I knew better than anyone just how stubborn Tristan could be. Sheila definitely made the right move by opening with such a crushing blow. “Guess I should’ve done that too, huh?”


      “I do have his painful experiences with you to thank for his quick surrender against me.” Sheila bowed again. “Today, I have come as the new duchess of Parta...to officially ask for an alliance.”


      “Music to my ears,” I replied, looking her in the eye.


      The Duchy of Parta, Jamille Kingdom, and Quistador Kingdom... I’d spent a long time wrestling with these three nations. It was a weight off my shoulder to have at least one of them as a friend.


      “Honestly, I couldn’t ask for anything more. But Sheila, are you fine with this? You’re basically allying with a nation of monsters.”


      “This is my decision, so it will be followed. Consider it my privilege as the sole founder of this nation reborn.”


      “All right...” I nodded. “Thanks again. I can finally take a breather.”


      “As can I.”


      Our gazes met briefly before we both smiled brightly.
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      On a sunny afternoon, Sheila’s clone dropped by the palace. Once the elven maid left us in the parlor room, she got straight to the point.


      “If I may be so bold, may I ask something of you?”


      “Do you need more weapons?”


      “Not at all. We still have enough.”


      “What is it, then?”


      “I would like you to open a school here and accept exchange students from my country.”


      “Exchange...students?” I’d never heard of such a term before. Naturally, a school would have students, but what exactly were exchange students supposed to be? “What kind of students are they?”


      “I would like them to study magic.”


      “Magic?”


      Sheila’s clone nodded. “Yes. I would like to send exchange students here to study your country’s magic.”


      “Ooh...” I was starting to get the picture. “But why?”


      “Oh? Why not?” A hint of exasperation sprouted behind her serious gaze. “The most advanced magic on this continent is all contained within this country, or rather...” She gave me a pointed look. “Within this room.”


      “This room...?”


      “She is talking about you,” Lardon supplied.


      “Aw, thanks.” Being told that my magic was advanced made me happy, all the more if the compliment came from Sheila. After all, she wasn’t one for flattery.


      “I would like to send some young students here to learn your magic. Needless to say, we will shoulder all their living expenses and the like. And...” Sheila’s clone narrowed her eyes. “We shall also provide the funds to construct the school.”


      “You’d really do all that?”


      “Of course. This is a cheap price to pay for access to your magic education,” she replied. “Naturally, you may teach only what you are willing to. However little that may be, the students still have a lot to gain from coming here and witnessing your cutting-edge magic firsthand.”


      Sheila’s gaze, as straightforward and earnest as ever, remained fixed on me. I could feel how serious she was about this.


      “All right,” I said.


      “Truly?!”


      “Yeah.”


      “Are you certain?” Lardon asked.


      “About what?”


      By now, Sheila’s clone was already used to Lardon cutting in, so she no longer looked as shocked whenever this happened. She pursed her lips and waited until we were done.


      “Though I doubt this lass would ever become your enemy, she is still from a foreign human nation. You would essentially be handing your nation’s strength to her.”


      “Hmm... You think they might overtake us if I give them the same advantage we have?”


      “Frankly speaking, yes.”


      “But I trust Sheila. Besides...” I smiled. “So what if they catch up to us? I just have to make more spells and magic again. You see, these days, I’ve been having lots of fun researching magic—it’s like every new door I open, I find another one across the room. It’s been a series of endless possibilities!”


      “Oh? That certainly sounds invigorating.”


      I nodded emphatically. “So when I’ve got one door after another leading me to new magic, what’s the issue with handing over some of the stuff I’ve already discovered?”


      “How very like you. In that case, I have no objections.” Lardon chuckled as she withdrew further within me.


      Sounds like she was worried about me... Thanks, Lardon.


      I turned my attention back to Sheila’s clone. “Sorry for the wait.”


      “Did the divine dragon try to stop you?”


      “Yeah. But I managed to convince her.”


      “Hmm... Impressive.”


      “Huh? Is it?”


      “Not many can think of a good reason to accept a risk of betrayal.”


      “Really...?”


      A conflicted mix of awe and exasperation surfaced on her face. “Yes, really. It sounds to me as if, in the event that I betray you, you are hardly even considering coming after me to issue punishment.”


      “Of course not.”


      Actually, I hadn’t even thought of that until she mentioned it. To me, betrayal meant parting ways. Why further involve yourself with someone you’ve already severed ties with? I’d rather be brainstorming new magical ideas to overcome the new challenge.


      “I am saying that is very impressive.”


      “I don’t really get it, but if you say so, Sheila.”


      Sheila was a highly capable woman, whereas I was a hopeless man who had nothing going for him besides his magic. She had a better grasp of all this stuff I was failing to wrap my head around.


      “Then, will you accept my exchange students?” she asked.


      “Sure.”


      “You have my gratitude.”


      Sheila’s clone stood and offered her hand. I returned the gesture.


      Teaching magic, huh? What will the students be like? What should I teach, and how will they learn?


      I was getting a little excited just thinking about it.
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      “I’ll need to think this through...”


      “Oh? Think what through?”


      I hummed. “Could you follow me for a sec?”


      Sheila’s clone arched her brow but simply followed with a nod. We left the room, walked down the wide hallway, and slowly made our way deeper into the palace.


      “Where are we headed?” she asked.


      “Er, the archives...? No, that’s not it. The treasury, I guess?”


      “You speak as if this isn’t your own palace.”


      “It’s just a room I toss stuff into. Never thought of giving it a name.”


      “Goodness...” Sheila’s clone shook her head with a sigh.


      Finally, we arrived. This portion of the palace was much deeper inside than the areas I usually visited. In particular, this room we were standing in front of was created as a sort of storage. It had a pretty grand door, but it rarely saw the light of day. Even the hallway outside was a little damp and gloomy.


      I walked with Sheila’s clone into what I could only describe as a desolate room.


      Sheila’s clone narrowed her eyes. “Is this a grave site?”


      “I see the resemblance, actually,” I mused.


      Inside this dreary room were over a hundred cylindrical pedestals, each with a ring on top. From afar, it looked like a space filled with just row after row of pillars. Sheila’s clone had made a very fitting metaphor in my book.


      “Unfortunately, you guessed wrong. This is a room for safekeeping these rings.”


      “What are they?”


      “Ancient Memoria.”


      Sheila’s clone paused. “These are all magical artifacts?”


      “Yep.” With a nod, I took one ring from a nearby pedestal. “In other words, they’re grimoires. Each one contains a spell I’ve learned.”


      “Ah. Is that why you considered it an archive?”


      “Right.” I returned the ring to its place and looked around. There were as many rings in this room as there were spells I’d learned in my life.


      “Why make such a room?”


      “The first Ancient Memoria I received had many spells stored inside. It allowed me to learn a ton of spells at once, but it wasn’t the most convenient thing to use.”


      “I would imagine not. If we were to liken these to grimoires, then there are certainly many occasions where having just one spell in each is better.”


      “My point exactly. Eighty percent of these rings contain the spells from that first Ancient Memoria.”


      “I see... Then, pray tell, why have we come here?”


      “Well, I figured these could serve as textbooks. You know, since they’re practically grimoires.”


      “Oh...!” Sheila’s clone snapped her fingers. I could see the moment everything fit into place in her head. “You intend to use these to teach magic.”


      “Well, yeah... But...”


      “Is there a problem?”


      “Kinda... Look. This here’s Time Stop, and this one is Contract Summoning. This is Meteor Strike, and this is Fireball...”


      “My... How random.”


      “Yeah. I figured my first order of business is to arrange them into the order for your students to learn them in.”


      Sheila’s clone turned to me in surprise.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked.


      “Well, this is rather unexpected... You see, I view you as a magic genius.”


      “Aw, thanks.”


      “However,” she continued, “geniuses often fail to comprehend the struggles of the less talented. Yet here you are, already thinking of the best order to teach these spells in...”


      “What’s so strange about that? Even I started from scratch and learned one spell at a time, you know?”


      “And that is what surprises me the most. You are a new type of genius.”


      “Hmm?” I tilted my head, completely lost. “I really don’t get it.”


      “My, how I would love to watch your memories from the very beginning. Just what kind of life have you lived thus far? I am so very curious...”


      “There’s nothing so special about my...life?” I blinked.


      “What’s the matter?”


      Like a bolt of lightning to my brain, that one word echoed in my head, forming a new idea and prying open an untouched door inside.


      “That’s it...!” My lips stretched into a grin. “We should make them experience life!”


      In contrast to my growing excitement, Sheila’s clone was looking more confused by the second. But the explanation could wait. My top priority at the moment was to grasp this flash of inspiration and hold it still, until I gave it solid and tangible shape.
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      After following Liam’s instructions, Sheila’s clone was encased in light. When she opened her eyes, she found that she was no longer inside the room, but surrounded by an unfamiliar forest.


      She looked around in confusion. “A forest...?”


      Suspicion brewed within her. At first glance, nothing was out of the ordinary for this forest, but there was something about it that unsettled her.


      “Ah,” she quietly realized. “It’s the lack of presences.”


      The clone possessed Sheila’s knowledge and experiences. With them, this forest’s anomaly was apparent to her. Forests were a dense and chaotic mix of all forms of life, from birds and beasts to insects and nature, but this one was utterly devoid of any of them.


      “This is no ordinary forest,” she observed with a growing smile. “My, just what could he be planning?”


      The situation was unnatural and bizarre, but Sheila’s clone didn’t panic. After all, it was none other than Liam who had brought her here. Her chest brimmed with expectation.


      “Hmm... Shall I just follow the path for now?”


      Sheila’s clone began to walk along an animal trail. Though she remained alert and attentive, not once had she picked up any presences along the way.


      Soon, she encountered a single rabbit. It had hopped right out of a bush and was just staring at her intently.
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      “A rabbit...? I sense nothing from it...”


      Sheila’s clone remained on high alert, but what happened next still caught her slightly off guard.


      “Kind traveler! Please help me!”


      “Oh my... It talks.”


      Sheila’s clone recovered swiftly, however, as she had already seen many things throughout her life and learned about various monsters through Liam. A talking rabbit was hardly worth more than a short pause.


      “Who are you?” she asked the rabbit.


      “Kind traveler! Please help me!”


      “Hmm?” Sheila’s clone tilted her head. “How may I help you?”


      “An evil monster kidnapped my grandfather. Please, kind traveler! Save my grandfather!”


      “An evil monster? What kind?”


      “Kind traveler! Please help me!”


      “Oh my... Is this...?” Sheila’s clone had been getting an odd, disjointed sensation from their conversation, and hearing the rabbit repeat the exact same words a third time gave her certainty. “Who are you?”


      “Kind traveler! Please help me!”


      “Where are we?”


      “Kind traveler! Please help me!”


      “Do you know who I am?”


      “Kind traveler! Please help me!”


      Sheila’s clone sighed and finally repeated, “How may I help you?”


      “An evil monster kidnapped my grandfather. Please, kind traveler! Save my grandfather!”


      “My, my... Hmm...”


      Evidently, proper conversation could not be had with this rabbit, and progress could only be made with the right response. Though the situation was highly abnormal, Sheila’s clone decided to focus on finding the correct response.


      “How can I help your grandfather?”


      “With magic!”


      “Oh!” Sheila’s clone was certain she’d found the right route. After all, no word screamed “Liam” more than magic.


      “Please use this grimoire to learn Fireball. Then, you can defeat the evil monster and save my grandfather.”


      “I see now...”


      The corner of her lips twitched into a smirk. She finally pieced everything together.




      In the parlor room, I sat on the couch while staring intently at an open book on the table. A magic circle floated above its exposed pages. After an hour or so, the magic circle glowed and shot out a pillar of light, from which Sheila’s clone emerged.


      “Welcome back. How was it?”


      “It was a wonderful idea. However...” She wore a crooked smile. “Defeating an evil dragon with a single fireball...? Your magical innovations are astounding, but your story-writing talent leaves much to be desired.”


      “Tell me something I don’t know,” I said, chuckling. I knew I didn’t have what it took to write a literary masterpiece, and I certainly didn’t bother trying. “Anyway, it sounds like you made it through the whole thing.”


      Sheila’s clone nodded. “Entering a special dimension in the book, and learning a spell in order to leave... What a fascinating idea.”


      With her seal of approval, I was certain that this method would work just fine.
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      I sat on a couch in the parlor room with several books piled up in front of me. One of them was open, a pillar of light emerging from the center. Over half an hour later, the light grew brighter and out came Sheila’s clone.


      “Welcome back. How was it?”


      “This one also works fine.” With a contented smile, she took her seat on the couch across me, shut the book, and held it in her hands. Her gaze lingered thoughtfully on the cover. “I am able to experiment freely within the alternate space. The composition is also astounding.”


      “The composition?”


      “Basically, the scenario is perfectly catered to learning the spell. Then that spell, in turn, proves useful in learning the next spell on the list.”


      “Do you think it’ll help the exchange students?”


      “Certainly. This is impressive work.”


      “Good to hear.”


      This was a first for me, so I couldn’t help feeling a little doubtful of my ideas. Getting approval from Sheila’s clone, who’d tried it out for herself, made me feel much better.


      Sheila’s clone hummed. “That being said...”


      “Oh? Is there a problem?”


      “Well, the technical and magical aspects are perfect. However...” The look on her face turned a little flat as she began flipping through the pages. “Could you do something about how these, er, characters converse?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “The way they speak is far too unnatural. I felt like I was being treated like a child. One of them even said, ‘This is an apple.’ Unbelievable!”


      “Is it that bad...?” I thought it was passable...


      Suddenly, Sheila’s clone giggled. “Well, I suppose not. It would be quite an outrage if you were a genius in both magic and creative writing.”


      “Oh... Yeah, I’ve really got no talent there,” I admitted with a dry chuckle. Pathetic as it was to admit, I sucked at writing stories. Still, Sheila’s clone raised very good points about the dialogue. “Should I fix it up?”


      “No, it’s fine. This is a textbook for magic learning, not a novel. It gets the job done.”


      “All right. I’ll leave it as is, then.” I paused for a moment. “Actually, I should make a few more and have the monsters test them out. The books should be a bit better by the time your exchange students get here.”


      “You have my gratitude. I may be overstepping, but I would like to place an extra order... May I?”


      “Sure, go ahead.”


      “These are textbooks, yes? I would like some exams too—versions without any advice or hints.”


      “Oh... Yeah, good point.” Why didn’t I think of that?


      “Is it possible?”


      “Of course. Making another version for exams won’t take long... No, wait...” I hummed. “It might actually be a good idea to let them fail first—drop them in without any hints. They’ll have to pinpoint the issue, figure out their task, learn on their own, and finally challenge it again... Something like that.”


      “Ah. That would work for the advanced textbooks.”


      “Huh? Why?”


      “Because only you could pull that off. How would the students know what to do with their magic without the basics first?”


      “Oh...”Again, another good point.


      “However, as I said, that is a wonderful idea for advanced textbooks. For example, if the students are to be put on a three-year program, we could assign them that book at the start of their third year and allow them the whole year to clear it.”


      “That sounds like a great plan. Nice one, Sheila.”


      “Likewise.”


      The two of us spent more time exchanging thoughts and ideas for this new spatial textbook. With the help of Sheila’s clone, we homed in on more points of improvement, and before I knew it, our plans had taken a more feasible shape. I couldn’t help feeling more excited.




      “Your Majesty! I come bearing a humble request!”


      A few days later, I was practicing magic in my room when Bruno suddenly came barging in, looking pale as a ghost. Had he been any less mindful of his behavior, he might have just grabbed me by the shoulder and started shaking me back and forth.


      “Bruno? What’s wrong? Calm down and take a seat.”


      “Please, I need those books!” he exclaimed, showing absolutely no signs of sitting.


      “Wh-What books...?”


      “The books that you can go into!”


      “Oh, you mean the magic textbooks I made for Sheila?” I cocked my head. “Why would you even need those?”


      The look on Bruno’s face turned graver than ever before. “Because I believe that they will sell better than any of your previous products!”
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      “Better than any...?”


      Well, that explained everything. Really, I should’ve known what he’d come for from the start. Bruno, who was usually composed, only turned frantic over the things he’d hear about my magical inventions.


      It all started with the bloodsouls, if I recall correctly... Anyway, it’s just business as usual, then.


      However, before we could proceed with our discussion, my body began to glow. Bruno gasped and froze up in fear.


      “Oh, it’s all right,” I told him. “Lardon’s just coming out.”


      “Th-The divine dragon?!”


      Somehow, my reassurance only caused Bruno to pale even further—understandably, as Lardon hardly ever butted into our discussions.


      So, why now?


      Lardon finally emerged, standing right next to me in the form of a cute girl with a mature demeanor. “I have heard your plea,” she told Bruno.


      “M-My sincerest apologies...”


      She turned to me. “Normally, I do not bother stepping in for these talks, but I must remind you of the deal you just struck with that lass.”


      “That lass...” Lardon typically used that word for human girls. “You’re talking about Sheila?”


      “Indeed.”


      Bingo. I’d never have figured that out if she told me through a letter, but Lardon’s voice alone told me many things she didn’t explicitly say. It was all thanks to the time we’d spent together.


      “Hmm... What about Sheila?”


      “I refer to the deal you made regarding the magical arrows,” Lardon explained. “You promised not to sell new weapons to other nations in the meantime, did you not?”


      “Well, sure...” That had completely slipped my mind, but for a very good reason: “But this isn’t even a weapon.”


      “It teaches magic, which can be used to train soldiers in war, no?”


      “True...” After giving it some thought, I made up my mind. “Sorry, Bruno. A promise is a promise. I can’t let you have them.” This wasn’t a matter of placing Bruno and Sheila on a scale. I’d just made my promise with Sheila first—simple as that.


      Bruno fervently shook his head, looking close to flailing his hands. “W-Wait, please! You’re misunderstanding!”


      “I am?”


      “Yes. I am not asking for the books as magic-learning tools, nor would I do anything to strengthen your enemies. Though I suppose you never considered the latter, Your Majesty...” Bruno cleared his throat. “I don’t mean it to be medicine or poison, so to speak.”


      “Hmm? Sorry, can you explain more simply?”


      “When I heard about that book, I had an idea... What if it could be designed not to accomplish a goal, but simply to destroy something over and over, as a form of entertainment?”


      “Destroying...?”


      “For example, when people are enraged, they sometimes feel the urge to vent their anger on something. In my case, well... Though I am ashamed to admit it, my wife does this by going to the kitchen and smashing all our dishes.”


      “Wow...” Uh... How do I even react to that? Although, the urge to take your anger out on objects was a very human impulse.


      “Thus, say we could prepare something to that effect within the book, such as a weak monster that cannot fight back...”


      “Oh...”


      Lardon chuckled. “I see now. An impressive idea.”


      Bruno’s thorough explanation helped us both—me, because my mind was filled with nothing but magic, and Lardon, because she couldn’t understand these sorts of human urges. We turned to each other and chuckled. This was an idea that neither of us could have ever come up with.


      “You could think of it as an experience-based game. Depending on your creativity, Your Majesty, the possibilities are endless!”


      “Really?” I cocked my head, trying to think of how else we could use this.


      Meanwhile, Lardon chuckled. She seemed to have figured out a way already. “We can simply borrow the concept of practice once more. Perhaps create a game for practicing how to flirt with the opposite sex?”


      “Exactly! A brilliant idea, Lord Lardon! Since it is just a game, it wouldn’t be considered an affair either. It will surely be a huge hit even among married folks!”


      “Then I suppose a more blunt approach could work too, such as a game that takes care of the player’s nether regions, hmm? Is that not a constant source of stress for lords when it comes to their soldiers?”


      “Goodness, you knew? I have no words.”


      “Hmm... Yes, you were right. The possibilities are endless.”


      “Indeed!”


      Lardon and Bruno were really getting into it. Bruno’s face was bright with excitement, whereas Lardon’s eyes were glinting in amusement. I was really struggling to keep up with this conversation...but if it had Lardon’s approval, then I figured it’d work out just fine.
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      The following day, I called Bruno to a parlor room in the palace and showed him five books I made in haste last night. “Here you go. I made these last night.”


      “Thank you very much!”


      “I made them about adventure and battle, that sort of stuff...” I furrowed my brow, practically squinting. “About the, uh...love stories you discussed with Lardon yesterday... I just wasn’t sure how to make them.”


      Lardon chuckled. “It’s certainly not your field of expertise.”


      “Absolutely not,” I said with an awkward smile.


      Bruno was used to my one-sided conversations with Lardon by now, so he didn’t even touch on it anymore. He looked embarrassed. “My sincerest apologies!”


      “No need to apologize. Even I know that love stories are in high demand. It’s just that I don’t know my way around them...”


      “Have you considered seeking human assistance?”


      “You mean ask someone to help?”


      “Correct. Perhaps someone can write the story for you, or share their romantic experiences.”


      “Oh, I get it... I can base it on real life events.” I hummed. “But I don’t think anybody in this nation fits the bill.”


      First of all, this was a nation of monsters. They took up ninety percent of our population. As far as I knew, none of my familiars were experts on the topic. Maybe it just wasn’t in their nature, or maybe I just so happened not to subordinate any who were.


      “Someone who’s currently in love... What about Dyphon?”


      “Forget it,” Lardon said without missing a beat. Her tone of voice was casual, but her rejection clear and firm.


      “Dyphon’s no good?”


      “Dragons love differently than humans. We cannot be used as reference for human love stories. If we were to turn her story into a human tale, it would be about an owner who fell in love with their pet dog and thus chose to reincarnate as a dog herself.”


      “Oh, uh... You’re right. That won’t do at all.”


      It didn’t take a romance expert to know that such a story wouldn’t fly with most people. Dyphon’s resolve to become human, despite being a divine dragon herself, was a show of her deep affection for me, but it wasn’t a sentiment that ordinary humans could relate to.


      “If you still insist on getting her help, then I could also lend a hand.”


      “No, it’s fine.” I shook my head. “Sorry, Bruno. Lardon and I are done talking. Anyway, I have nobody in mind.”


      “I see... What about Ms. Amelia?”


      I raised an eyebrow. “Amelia? Why her?”


      We’re talking about how to write a love story, aren’t we? I knew that Amelia was a great songstress, but did she perhaps dabble in romantic tales too? Even if she did, why would Bruno know that?


      I shot him a questioning gaze. He just fell silent and stared at me intently, almost like he was looking for something in my eyes. All I could offer him back in this silence was a perplexed expression.


      “Bruno?”


      “My apologies,” he said a beat later, bowing his head. When he straightened his back, his expression had returned to normal. “If you recall, by your grace, I am currently selling Ms. Amelia’s songs.”


      “Yeah. I’m really grateful to you for that.”


      Bruno was selling Amelia’s songs for us, through the sound-replaying magic item that I invented. The more he sold, the more popular Amelia became throughout the world, and as her number one fan, I couldn’t ask for anything more. Naturally, I was grateful to Bruno from the very bottom of my heart.


      “In the process, I learned that her songs of love are particularly popular.”


      “Really?”


      “They sell about twice, nearly thrice as much as her other works.”


      “Really?!”


      I was so stunned that I ended up repeating myself. Needless to say, my voice was filled with much more shock the second time.


      “Yes, it’s true. Hence, I’d taken Ms. Amelia as an expert on the topic.”


      “Oh, wow... Yeah, I get it.” I sighed at my own ignorance. How could I call myself Amelia’s biggest fan without knowing this until now? “I’m kinda embarrassed that I never noticed that...”


      “Your Majesty...” Bruno said slowly. “I believe your awareness would only cause her more distress.”


      I cocked my head, confused.


      “In any case, I recommend speaking with Ms. Amelia.”


      “All right. Let’s go.”


      Thus, we decided to go have a talk with Amelia.
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      Bruno and I departed from the palace at the heart of the city, and made our way to Amelia’s house, which was closer to the perimeter. Along the way, Bruno looked around the streets in awe.


      “What a strange city,” he marveled.


      “Hm? How so?”


      “If you recall, Your Majesty, I established relations with you soon after you first entered this promised land. This has allowed me to watch this city’s growth from its early stages,” he explained. “With your palace at the center, it gradually expands outward in a radial, or should I say, circular fashion—almost like a tree that gains more rings as it ages.”


      I cocked my head. “Isn’t that normal?” Cities naturally grew and developed... Well, this was outside my field of expertise, so what would I know?


      “Certainly, this is how most cities develop. However, the age of the structures are like nothing I have ever seen before.”


      “Their age...?”


      “Once again, just like the rings of a tree, the innermost part is usually the oldest. The deeper you go into a city, the older the techniques used to construct the buildings, and vice versa.”


      “Well, yeah...” He’s stating the obvious again.


      “But this city is different. All the buildings are constructed with the latest techniques, be they at the city center or outskirts.”


      “Oh... Well, that’s because we update everything whenever we develop new magic and tools.”


      “Hence my earlier remark. Buildings and houses are fixed assets. In typical cities, they are not so easily rebuilt.”


      “Ah... True.”


      I actually saw this firsthand in the village I lived in before becoming Liam. Young men would often build and furnish a small house for their brides, leaving behind their parents to live in the older house. Though this was only the case for commoners, they comprised most of the population anyway. Common practice dictated that the construction of new houses didn’t mean the demolition of old ones. Many people used old buildings as is.


      I shrugged. “Well, monsters aren’t very possessive of their houses.”


      “Though that may be true, I believe that you are the most fundamental reason, Your Majesty.”


      “Me?”


      “The monsters here adore you and your magical innovations. No matter how usable their old houses still are, they are willing to—no, eager to adopt your new inventions. As a result, the structures in this city are constantly up to date... A very unique situation indeed.”


      “Huh. I guess so.” It was finally starting to make sense to me. “Well, that doesn’t sound bad...but is it good in any way?”


      “Why, it is more than just good,” he replied confidently. “It’s as if demand is on a constant high—an unprecedented miracle that any politician could only ever dream of. Astounding as always, Your Majesty.”


      “Really...?” I let out a dry chuckle.


      That last bit told me that he must have been exaggerating a bit to flatter me. Still, it didn’t seem like a bad thing, and Lardon wasn’t disagreeing... I guess I could just take it as it was.


      After a little bit more walking, we finally reached Amelia’s house near the city’s perimeter. It was a relatively new two-story house with a front yard, fenced on all sides as per Asuna and Jodie’s suggestion—to give a young lady some privacy, apparently.


      We stood in front of the double-doored gate. On the thick pillars supporting either side was a protruding switch. With a light push of my finger, the sound of a bell chimed within her house.


      Bruno smiled brightly. “This, too, is a rather strange sight. Cutting-edge magic is used so casually in this city.”


      “Well, an ordinary knocker can’t be heard all throughout the bigger houses.”


      “It produces the sound right by the owner’s ear with a mere push of a button... What a convenient spell for both homeowner and visitors alike.”


      “Yeah. A lot of residents wanted this for their houses.”


      “I can imagine.”


      A little while later, the front door opened and out came Amelia. She looked shocked to see me before jogging over in a hurry.


      “My apologies, Your Majesty! I didn’t know you would be visiting...”


      “It’s all right, Amelia. I’m the one who dropped by out of the blue.”


      “No... Ah, s-sorry, I’m still not used to opening this gate...” Amelia’s panic sabotaged her attempts to open the iron-railed gate.


      My eyebrows shot up. “Oh...”


      “Is something the matter, Your Majesty?”


      “I didn’t realize because I’ve never used them,” I muttered. “When the bell is rung, the next step is obviously to open the door... The person inside should already have the choice to do so the moment the bell rings.”


      Since all my focus had turned to improvements for this magical bell, I failed to notice Amelia’s warm gaze toward me or Bruno’s thoughtful gaze toward her.


      With no time to waste, I finished revising the magical bell on the spot.
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      Once I was done working on the magical bell, Amelia let us into her living room. It felt a lot cozier and lived-in than the palace’s parlor rooms.


      It was only once I’d taken a seat that I noticed Bruno was still standing. “What’s wrong? Not sitting?”


      “I couldn’t possibly sit beside Your Majesty or Ms. Amelia...”


      “Hm?” I looked at the couch under me, then at the one across the table. “Oh... Oh, I see.”


      Naturally, since I was here to have a talk with Amelia, she would be sitting on that one—meaning Bruno would have to sit beside one of us. But he always humbled himself before me, and I’d heard that he made a point to be extra humble when dealing with people valued by authority figures—in this case, Amelia. He certainly couldn’t afford to sit anywhere in this living room.


      Hmm... Should we move to the palace or the reception hall...?


      But before I could say anything, Bruno swiftly changed the topic. “By the way, Ms. Amelia, have you gotten accustomed to living by yourself?”


      “Oh, yes...” Amelia replied a little hesitantly.


      “That’s good to hear. Please feel free to let me know if you ever need anything.”


      “Thank you very much...”


      I looked at her in surprise. “Amelia, do you live alone? What about your parents?”


      “Oh, um... I...” Amelia hung her head, casting hesitant glances my way.


      “My apologies, Your Majesty,” Bruno cut in. “This was my recommendation.”


      “Yours?”


      “Yes. A sudden shift in environment can be harsh on the elderly. Thus, I have welcomed Ms. Amelia’s parents into my territory instead.”


      “Oh...”


      He was right—I’d seen it happen myself, before I became Liam. Naturally, Amelia’s parents would have struggled to adapt to this city of monsters... I should’ve realized this sooner. Fortunately, Bruno covered for me.


      “Thanks, Bruno. I really appreciate it.”


      “It is my pleasure.”


      “I’ll shoulder all their living expenses. Just let me know if anything comes up.”


      “Oh...” Bruno hesitantly looked between me and Amelia with furrowed brows.


      Hm? What’s going on?


      “Um...!” Amelia spoke up. “Thank you, Your Majesty, but my parents are very happy with our current arrangement.”


      “And what would that be?”


      “With my own earnings, I was able to move them to a proper house. I also send them living expenses...”


      “I am giving them Ms. Amelia’s share of her songs’ sales,” Bruno supplied.


      “Oh... I should refrain from poking my nose in, then.”


      “Th-That’s not how I saw it at all! You’re showing us so much consideration... I’m truly so grateful, Your Majesty.”


      Though she said that, I still had to wonder what the best play was here. Do I lend a hand? Or should I listen to her and just back off? I knew that parents loved seeing their child grow... Still, I was neither a complete stranger nor a part of their family affairs, so it was hard to decide what to do.


      “Set this matter aside for now,” Lardon advised. “You just so happened to have brought her another job, after all.”


      “That’s right!”


      I could always count on Lardon to strike at the heart of the matter. Amelia and Bruno seemed startled by my sudden exclamation, so I turned to them to explain.


      “I have a request for you, Amelia... And you should get your share of earnings from this, just as you do with your songs.” I glanced at Bruno. “Right?”


      With a gasp, Bruno began nodding so vigorously, I feared his head might just fly off. “Of course!”


      “A request? For me...?”


      Nodding, I began to explain the reason for our visit: the spatial book and our plan to make all sorts of gamelike experiences with it. The details were far from fleshed out—heck, we didn’t even have a name for the product yet—but Amelia listened till the very end. Bruno also remained silent throughout my explanation, probably because Lardon had told him at some point to leave it all to me.


      “And that’s what brought us here,” I said, wrapping up my explanation. “We were wondering if you could write a story for us.”


      “A story...”


      “Yes, it’s a... What was it again?” I cast Bruno a glance, hoping he could help.


      “A fictional story about fulfilling your love for someone you admire,” Bruno supplied, finally speaking up again.


      “Fulfilling your love...” Amelia muttered absently.


      “A difference in social status would be ideal,” Bruno added. “Many believe that noble ladies—especially legal wives—bear true yet unfulfillable love with their knights.”


      “Ah... That must be why you came to me.” Amelia nodded.


      Huh? Why does that make sense to her? Well, I guess that just proved I was right to follow Bruno’s recommendation...


      Amelia fell into thought for nearly a minute, until she sneaked a glance at me. Then, she fully met my eyes. Resolve was apparent in her expression.


      “I have a request,” she said.


      “What is it?”


      “I would like to take on this task to the utmost of my abilities. In your words, Your Majesty, I need a proper image to do so—a partner of a different social status. So...” Amelia quietly gulped. “F-For one day...could I be your lover?”
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      I felt like she’d mustered up quite a bit of courage to ask that.


      To write a love story with someone of a different social status, she needs to experience it herself first... I get it. It’s the same approach I’ve been using myself recently.


      Naturally, I had no reason to refuse.


      “All right.”


      Amelia broke into a bright smile, like a flower blooming in spring. I was impressed—she was perfectly playing the role already.


  






    
      .353


      My day typically started with some magic practice, but this morning, I had some special plans.


      The elven maids helped me get dressed and ready before excusing themselves from my room. Once they were done, I told Reina to stay behind.


      “How’s Amelia doing?” I asked her.


      Yesterday, I agreed to be Amelia’s lover for a day. She then told me that she needed the elven maids’ help to prepare, so I got Reina to lend her a hand.


      “After we assisted her with some arrangements last night, she said that she had preparations of her own to make and went straight home. I contacted her as soon as you awoke. I believe she will be here soon.”


      “Is everything ready?”


      “Yes. They were all rather simple tasks.”


      “Like...?”


      “My apologies.” Reina bowed deeply. “Lady Amelia asked us to keep the details a secret. But if you insist, Master, then I will tell you.” She looked up, waiting for my answer. To her, my orders took precedence over Amelia’s request.


      Well, my answer was obvious. “No need. I’m sure Amelia has her reasons. Is this whole thing a surprise?”


      “Yes, I believe so.”


      “Got it. I won’t ask anymore, then.”


      Reina performed another deep bow before excusing herself from the room.


      I started getting the jitters. Lovers with Amelia for a day... I wonder what she has in store?




      Ten minutes later, Reina informed me that Amelia had arrived. I left my room and made my way to the front lobby, where I found Amelia speaking with a maid.


      “Amelia,” I called.


      “Good morning, Your Majesty.”


      “Morning. Are you good to go?”


      “Yes. Thank you very much for granting me the elves’ assistance. They helped me greatly.”


      “I’m sure they did. They’re the best maids in the world.”


      “Master...!” The elves all around Amelia blushed, moved by my praise.


      “Your Majesty... I do have one more request,” Amelia told me.


      “Ask away. I’m willing to do anything to make this work.”


      “Thank you very much.” Amelia smiled. “In that case, I would like you to address me by a nickname for today.”


      “Nickname?”


      “Yes. Like a real lover would.”


      After a short pause, I nodded. “You’re right.”


      “I suppose...‘Mel’ would do.”


      “Okay... Mel.”


      “Yes!” A bright smile bloomed on Amelia’s face as her cheeks turned rosy.


      She’s already getting into the role... Impressive.


      Lardon chuckled. “Why not have her refer to you more casually too?”


      “Oh right!” Nice one, Lardon!


      She made a great call there. Amelia asked me to use a nickname because that was what real lovers did. Wouldn’t it be strange for her to keep calling me “Your Majesty,” then?


      “Mel, you shouldn’t call me ‘Your Majesty’ for today.”


      “Ah... O-Okay.” Amelia looked a little flustered, even though all I did was use her own idea. But she recovered quickly, so I didn’t dwell on it. “Then, um... L-Lord Liam...?”


      “We’re trying to enact the picture-perfect romance... So, Mel, what do you think you should call me?”


      “O-Oh, then... Just L-Liam.”


      “Sure.” I nodded, and her cheeks grew redder.


      Is she getting shy? Or is it something else? I shook my head; I figured it was better to get a move on our plans than to keep questioning every little thing. “All right, then. What’s first on our agenda today?”


      “Ah... Let us move locations first. I have a carriage waiting out front.”


      “Got it.”


      “Have a safe trip,” said all the elven maids as we left the palace together.


      As Amelia said, parked dozens of meters away was a horse-drawn carriage, awaiting us at the front of the palace. It would depart as soon as we were inside.


      “L-Liam...”


      “Yeah?”


      “I-I’m aware it’s a short walk, but could we link arms?”


      “Of course.”


      Again, like real lovers would. I was already getting the hang of this.


      Without hesitation, I raised my arm and waited as Amelia hesitantly hooked hers around it. Her expression went from timid, to relieved, to happy—all of which I observed closely, since we were doing this as a sort of test or simulation.


      So linking arms can cause a rapid shift in mood...


      We slowly made our way to the carriage, matching each other’s pace, when I suddenly heard Lardon hum. It was a plain and flat sound that was unusual for her. Before I could ask her what was up, the answer presented itself to me in the form of an incoming cluster of power—Dyphon.


      “Dyphon...!” She’d appeared before my eyes without so much as a sound.


      “Good morning, my dar— Huh?” Instead of clinging to me like she always did, Dyphon paused and stared at me and Amelia—specifically, at our linked arms.


      And then...she just hummed.


      She didn’t fly into a rage. Heck, she didn’t even sound jealous. Dyphon didn’t react in any way I expected her to.


      Needless to say, I was utterly confused.
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      “Darling. I heard you’re going on a date.”


      “Yeah. It’s necessary.”


      “I heard that part too.”


      Oh, I got it. No wonder she wasn’t burning with jealousy—she already knew this wasn’t an ordinary date, but just a simulation. Now, she was just staring intently at Amelia.


      The songstress swiftly averted her gaze. She looked terribly awkward, being observed point-blank by a divine dragon. Her shoulders were hunched nervously.


      “Hmm...”


      “What’s up, Dyphon?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing. Have fun, darling.”


      “Thanks.”


      Dyphon, in contrast, was incredibly nonchalant. She just waved her hand and left like nothing ever happened. The moment the dragon disappeared from view, Amelia let out a sigh of relief and relaxed her shoulders. I decided not to touch on it—I wouldn’t want to wind up her nerves again.


      “Let’s go,” I said.


      “O-Okay...!”




      Amelia brought me to a lake that was a ways away from the city. After stepping out of the carriage, I spotted a large vessel docked at the pier. It looked like it had an entire cabin on it. Actually, by commoner standards, that was practically a house.


      “Is that used for shade...?”


      “That is called a houseboat,” Amelia supplied. “The interior is styled like a banquet hall. Nobles use them as a lakeside venue for their outings. Apparently, it is a sign of luxury to enjoy familiar events on the water as they would on land.”


      “Wow, I had no idea this was a thing...”


      I followed Amelia onto the vessel and into the “house.” As she’d explained, it looked like a banquet hall for around twenty guests. The only difference from a normal banquet hall were the larger windows, granting us a view of the lake. Had I woken up right here, I’d never have guessed I was inside a huge boat.


      “This way.”


      Amelia guided me to the only table in the room. Once I took my seat, she waved a signal to the outside. Elven maids came in and began to set a feast on the table. Amelia took the seat beside me and watched as the maids did their work.


      Slowly, the boat departed.


      “Wow...”


      “Your Maj... Ah, excuse me. L-Liam, is this your first time doing something like this?” Amelia still seemed a little awkward and unaccustomed to calling me by name. All the while, she began serving me some food and drinks from the feast laid out before us.


      “It is. What about you, Mel?”


      “This would be my second time.”


      “Oh, really? You’ve done all this before?”


      “No.” With a smile, Amelia pointed at the empty space in front of us. I guessed that would be where performers were usually stationed in these types of banquet halls. “I spent the entire time singing over there with my instrument.”


      “Really...?”


      “Such is the nature of my work. It was no different from being invited to sing in a mansion.”


      “Oh... I guess that’s true.”


      “I’m having more fun on this side, with you.”


      I didn’t really get what was so fun about this date, but I did know that it was always good to try something new. Otherwise, I never would have started learning magic after becoming Liam.


      “Well, the fun’s just begun. Anything else you wanna try?”


      “W-Well, um...” Amelia fidgeted, a blush taking over her cheeks. As I curiously arched a brow, she finally looked up with a determined expression. “L-Liam!”


      “Yes? What—”


      Amelia suddenly brought her face close to mine and pecked my cheek. The contact was brief, chaste. She quickly pulled back, revealing that she’d gone just as red to the tips of her ears as down to her neck.


      There was no need to ask why she’d done that. Even I knew that kisses were just par for the course on a date between lovers.


      Hmm... How should I react, though?


      “Something along the lines of ‘Wow, thank you,’ should work, no?”


      Yeah, that sounds good. “Wow, thank you,” I said, following Lardon’s advice in a heartbeat.


      Though Amelia covered half of her face, I could see that she was smiling brightly.


      After that, I spent the rest of the day doing whatever Amelia wanted. Though we never went past that kiss on the cheek, she looked incredibly happy from start to finish.




      Amelia and Liam disembarked in the evening. With the boat to her back, Amelia faced Liam and said, “I shall take care of the rest, Your Majesty. Please go back ahead.”


      “All right.” Liam nodded with the same gentle smile as always. Then, he made his way back to the city—not by carriage as they’d first come, but by flight magic.


      Amelia watched as his figure disappeared into the setting sun. Her expression was even and tranquil, but by the time Liam became no more than a speck on the horizon, she collapsed to her knees and pressed her hands against the ground. Her face was redder than it had ever been today, so much so that it was evident even against the sunset’s crimson hue.


      “I... I did it...”


      “Dummy.”


      Amelia hadn’t been expecting a response to her weary mutterings. She flinched violently and whipped her face up, and found Dyphon standing right there with the evening glow to her back. Her pigtails fluttered in the passing breeze as she looked down at Amelia, hands propped on her waist.


      “Dummy,” she said again.


      “L-Lord Dyphon... What do you mean?”


      “You keep hiding how you feel. Doesn’t it hurt?”


      Amelia sucked in a sharp breath. She felt as if a hammer had come down on her head. The events of this morning came back to her, when Dyphon dropped by the palace and stared intently at Amelia. As early as then, she must have seen right through her.


      “There’s no need to hide it,” Dyphon told her.


      Amelia hung her head. “Still, I will.”


      “Why?”


      “Because I don’t want to trouble His Majesty.”


      Dyphon huffed. “Dummy.”


      That was the third time she’d said it, but Amelia could hear something subtly different in her tone just now. All she could do was smile bitterly in response.


      “Hmph... Keep this.”


      Dyphon tossed something into the air, and Amelia hurriedly caught it with both hands. It looked like some sort of fragment.


      “What is this...?”


      “My claw,” Dyphon answered. “Break it if you find yourself in a pinch. I’ll come flying and keep you alive.”


      “Wh-Why?”


      “Because darling won’t like it if you die.”


      Amelia looked down at the fragment in her hands. “Thank you...”


      Dyphon snobbishly turned her face away.


      “To spur a dragon like you into action... His Majesty is really incredible.”


      “Dummy.”


      “Wh-What? What is it I...?”


      Amelia, thinking the third time had been the last, looked sheepish over being chided again. Meanwhile, Dyphon was as exasperated as ever, though a hint of fondness began to bloom in her expression. That subtle shift only left Amelia even more confused.
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      “I already know how awesome my darling is. I even make sure to tell him how much I love him all the time,” Dyphon drawled. “But it doesn’t affect him in the slightest. I really don’t know what you’re so worried about. Why not just come out with it too?”


      Amelia paused. “I’ll...try.”


      A part of her was convinced and thought that maybe, just maybe, Dyphon was right. But another part of her remained lost about what to do with these feelings in her chest.
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      One sunny afternoon, in the palace’s parlor room, Amelia, Bruno, and I sat around a table. Laid out in front of us were three books, hardcovered but plain, and bearing no title.


      “I made these three based on Amelia’s stories,” I told Bruno. “Will we use these to test the waters first, just like we did with the Phonographs before?”


      “Yes, of course. Thank you for your assistance, Your Majesty,” Bruno replied. “And... Pardon me. Do you have a name for this product?”


      “Oh! Um... ‘Gamebook,’ maybe?” I suggested lamely. I wasn’t sure how much talent I had in naming things, but I was willing to go with none. My safest bet was something simple and straightforward.


      “Understood.”


      Fortunately, Bruno didn’t seem to have any qualms about it. Just like that, we had a name for this new product—this magic item that allowed the user to experience an Amelia-directed love story.


      “As per usual, the earnings will—”


      “Oh, about that,” I cut in, turning to Amelia. She stared back in confusion. “I’d like you to hand that portion to Amelia.”


      “Very well.”


      “T-To me?!” Amelia exclaimed. “P-Please wait a moment, Your Majesty... Why me?”


      “We talked about it before, remember? You said that you made your parents really happy by supporting them with your own earnings. You can go ahead and do the same with this.”


      “Oh... Th-Thank you very much...” Amelia hung her head with a faint smile.


      With all that out of the way, I turned to Bruno again. “I’ll leave it to you, Bruno.”


      “Of course... Ah, may I make a proposal?” Bruno asked. “Ms. Amelia could earn more if we increase the production of her Phonographs.”


      “Oh...” I nodded.


      Back when we first started selling her Phonographs, I didn’t know about this arrangement she had with her parents. Her earnings weren’t lacking in any way, but they weren’t decided with her parents in the equation. Now that I knew about it, though, I’d like to help her support them.


      Uh-huh... There’s really no reason for me to refuse.


      I asked Amelia, “What do you think?”


      “I-I’d love to! Thank you!”


      Guess it’s time to get to mass-producing, then.




      After parting with Bruno and Amelia, I made my way to the city’s newest residential area, made for the growing population of banshees-turned-dark elves, and dropped by Grace’s house. She was surprised by my sudden visit but listened carefully as I explained Bruno’s proposal.


      “And there you have it,” I said, wrapping up my explanation. “I know you’re already working on the magic missiles, but could I trust you with the Phonographs too?”


      “I would never turn down a request of yours...” Grace frowned. “But whether we’re capable of taking on the task is another matter.”


      “Give it a shot first.”


      “A-All right... Oh, did you say this is for mass production?”


      “Yeah.”


      “I’ll go gather everyone, then.”


      Without waiting for my response, Grace dashed out of her house—even left the door open on her way out.


      Soon, the quiet air of the residential area was filled with murmurs and chatter. Making my way outside, I found Grace giving a briefing to around twenty dark elves. They were all listening intently to Grace, but when one of them noticed me approaching, the rest followed. In no time at all, I found everyone’s attention on me, including Grace’s.


      “I’m done explaining,” she said. “They’re all glad to help.”


      “Really? Thanks.”


      “Think nothing of it! We’re always receiving your help.”


      The dark elves behind Grace all nodded and murmured in agreement.


      “Of course we’re glad to lend a hand,” Grace continued. “But are you really fine with us?”


      “Among the monsters in this country, you dark elves are the most talented in magic.”


      “O-Oh...”


      I took out a book and held it up for all of them to see. It looked like the same ones I gave Bruno earlier.


      “What’s that?” Grace asked.


      “It’s called a gamebook. It contains an alternate plane which assists with learning magic. Your first step is to learn this spell.”


      “Well, sure...” Grace looked hesitantly between me and the book. “Is that the only copy?”


      “Oh... Yeah, it is. But don’t worry—this is all you’ll need. Just give it a shot.”


      “Really? Okay then... I’ll go first.” Grace spun around, making eye contact with the rest of the dark elves. Once she saw their looks of encouragement, she turned back to me and nodded.


      “Here you go.” I handed her the book.


      Grace opened the gamebook. Swiftly, her body was enveloped in light and sucked into the pages.


      The dark elves erupted into murmurs. Though I’d explained to them how it worked, it still shocked them to see her warp into the book like that. Normally, this’d be the part where I give them a follow-up explanation, but I had no time for that.


      The next moment, light burst from the book, and Grace was back with us.


      “S-Sorry for the wait...”


      “We didn’t wait at all,” I told her.


      “Huh? But I struggled quite a bit...”


      “And that’s what’s so good about this gamebook. I told you this one copy would be enough, right?”


      Grace looked utterly bewildered.


      “It hasn’t even been a minute since you entered,” said one of the dark elves.


      “What?!” Grace exclaimed. “But I spent two days in there...”


      I shrugged. “Well, it’s only been less than a minute out here. See why you only need this one book?”


      “W-Wow...” Grace’s eyes were wide with awe.
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      “Oh! I see!” Grace said. “That’s why you left that message inside...”


      The dark elves shot her a questioning look. “What message?”


      “A message inside told me not to worry about the outside and to just focus on learning the spell. I still got worried when I’d gone over a day...” Grace cast me a glance. “But I decided to just do as I was told.”


      “Wow...”


      “It looks like we can learn this in a flash. Everyone, line up.”


      “Okay!”


      By Grace’s instruction, the dark elves began taking turns entering the gamebook. In the meantime, Grace got started on crafting Phonographs with her newly learned spell. Beads of sweat were forming on her temple. It was clear that she was giving it her all.


      Finally, she turned to me with a bright smile on her face and a Phonograph in her hand. “I did it!”


      I mutely stared at the finished product with a low hum.


      Grace was taken aback by my lack of reaction. She must’ve been expecting me to thank her for her work. “What’s the matter?” she asked.


      “This is probably... Ah, no. It’d be quicker to just test it out. Could I borrow that?”


      “Huh? Um... S-Sure.”


      I took the Phonograph from Grace and began to record. “This is used to record sounds.”


      “R-Right...”


      “Let’s see...” I made it replay the sound.


      “Thi...us...ecor...unds.”


      “Wh-What?!”


      Grace and the dark elves who were still in line stared on in shock. The Phonograph was supposed to perfectly replay the recorded sounds—this was clearly a failed product.


      “Here’s what it should sound like.”


      I took a Phonograph out of my item box, one that I made myself—I always kept a stock of my magic inventions just in case—and repeated the process.


      “This is used to record sounds.”


      “Ah!”


      “It’s a perfect replication...”


      “So... Grace made a dud...?”


      The dark elves were flustered. Among them, Grace was especially shocked.


      I approached her and asked, “Still got some mana?”


      “Huh? Y-Yeah, I do.”


      “Great. Make a few more.”


      “O-Okay.” With a nod, Grace began to craft another Phonograph.


      In that time, the first dark elf returned from within the gamebook. She seemed rattled by the tension in the air, but I had them continue what they were doing. Thereafter, all the dark elves would emerge from the gamebook and join Grace in crafting Phonographs.




      The golden blanket of dusk was accompanied by a gloomy weight in the air, born of the dark elves’ dampened spirits.


      “My apologies...” Grace muttered glumly, speaking for all the dark elves wilting behind her.


      I hummed. “Grace has a success rate of fifty percent, while everyone else falls somewhere around thirty percent on average.”


      “I-I’m truly sorry. We can’t even repay you for—”


      I cut in before they all got even more depressed. “Oh, don’t worry about that. It’s a difficult spell. More difficult than Magic Missile, even.”


      “But at this rate, we can’t repay you like the other monsters have!”


      “Like I said, don’t sweat it. If you guys are struggling, then I can only imagine how badly the other races would do.”


      “R-Really?”


      “Yeah.”


      Grace still seemed a little doubtful, but I hadn’t said that just to console her.


      Not long had passed since the dark elves began to settle into our land, and I already knew that they were a cut above in terms of dexterous magical work. Among them, Grace was their greatest talent. If she could only manage fifty percent at best, and the rest thirty, then I couldn’t see any other races doing any better.


      “Anyway, don’t let it get to you,” I told her again.


      “Okay...”


      “Now, what to do about this...?”


      “Give us more time! We’ll try harder!”


      “Yeah! We can do better!”


      “If we only succeed a third of the time, then we just have to try thrice as hard!”


      I shook my head. “No, I’ve got something better... Just give me some time.”




      The following morning, I called the same group of dark elves to the palace. They all looked at me anxiously.


      Grace stepped forward as representative. “Um, what are we to do...?”


      I handed her a gamebook.


      “What’s this...?”


      “It’s a new spell. Give it a try, Grace.”


      “Okay.”


      Though it looked exactly the same as yesterday’s gamebook, she didn’t hesitate to jump right in as told. The dark elves already knew how this worked, so they patiently waited without a word.


      A minute later, Grace emerged from the gamebook the same way she did yesterday. But today, no dark elf took her place inside. They all waited with bated breath.


      “Did you learn it?” I asked Grace.


      “Y-Yeah.”


      “All right. Give it a whirl.”


      Grace held up her hand and cast the spell with much concentration, until she crafted a Phonograph that looked exactly like the one she made yesterday. “Like...this?”


      “Yep. Just to be sure, could you make two or three more?”


      “Okay.” Grace did as she was told. Actually, she went above and beyond—she prepared five units.


      “Let’s run another test.” I cleared my throat and used all five at once. “I think it’ll work well this time.”


      And then, when I replayed them...


      “I think it’ll work well this time.”


      “I think it’ll work well this time.”


      “I think it’ll work well this time.”


      “I thi...ork well...time.”


      “I think it’ll work well this time.”


      Among the five, four Phonographs successfully replayed my voice. Only one turned out a dud. “That’s around eighty percent.”


      “Wh-Why did my success rate increase?”


      “Because I simplified the spell,” I answered. “I’d made the previous version with the best specifications to perfectly record Amelia’s singing. But this time, I slightly lowered the audio quality and set a maximum recording length—we’ll be recording the same songs, but it should still fit just enough.”


      “Wow... You can do that?”


      Grace and the dark elves were slack-jawed at my overnight revisions.
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      I called Bruno to the palace the next day. We met in a parlor room and discussed the situation with the dark elves and the simplified Phonographs.


      “Basically, to mass-produce these products, I had to set a maximum recording length and lower the quality. This should drop the cost and boost the production quantity... Is that all right with you?”


      After listening till the end, Bruno bowed so deeply that his forehead nearly touched the table between us. “Of course. If anything, I am once again in awe.”


      I cocked my head. “Why?”


      “Ah, before that... A question, if I may.”


      “Hm? What is it?”


      “Would it be possible to lower the quality even further? For example, by making it so the product is single-use? Of course, only if this makes it easier for the dark elves.”


      “Well...” I already knew the answer, but I ran a simulation in my head anyway, just to be sure. “Yeah. That’s easily doable. That’d actually make it simple enough that the dark elves can craft it with a hundred percent success rate. I bet the other races could manage it too—like Sli and Lime, maybe.”


      “Wonderful.” Bruno smiled. “With this low-quality edition, it should be possible to share Ms. Amelia’s songs across every nook and cranny of every city.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “The cheaper the price, the more people become potential buyers. For example, a tavern customer could feel like listening to some music on a drunken whim. A child could purchase one with their allowance. Even those living on daily wages could afford it as a luxury weekly, or even monthly.”


      “Hmm... Sounds like a story I’ve heard before. A man living in the mountains went to town to sell some firewood, then bought a piece of candy as a gift for his daughter... Something like that.”


      “To be privy to even the most mundane anecdotes... Impressive as always, Your Majesty.”


      I guessed this was what they called a happy mistake. I’d simplified this spell just to make up for the dark elves’ low chances of success, but it turned out to be a good thing.


      “Hmm... Will it really turn out well?”


      “Does something concern you?”


      “Well, it’s just... Doesn’t everyone try to make money with simple and low-quality goods?” Before I became Liam, I’d seen plenty of goods like that that wouldn’t even sell for dirt cheap.


      “A very valid query, Your Majesty. However, our case is an exception.”


      “How so?”


      “For two main reasons. Or rather, people.” Seeing my confusion, he continued, “The first is Ms. Amelia. At present, she will only record her songs by Your Majesty’s orders—ah, request.”


      “Hmm...” I didn’t miss that little slipup of his, but I guess he was right—Amelia was only doing this because I’d asked.


      “The other is you, Your Majesty. Only you possess the ability to craft these goods. You have no competitors, and so we are free to decide how to sell them.”


      I paused for a moment. “Then, I guess...I should limit access to the Phonograph gamebook to only our citizens—my familiars. Otherwise, it might get leaked somewhere.”


      “Yes, of course! That would be perfect!”


      That last part of our discussion involved magic, so thankfully I was able to contribute a bit. With that, we finalized the details of the new Phonograph.


      “I’ll revise the Phonograph one more time before I pass it on to the dark elves. There’s no rush, so could you wait a month for it?”


      “Of course.” Bruno bowed. “You have a monopoly on this craft, so we have all the time in the world.”


      “Great.”


      With that, our meeting about the Phonographs was finally over—but then Bruno cleared his throat. I looked at him questioningly, wondering if there was anything else to discuss.


      “Your Majesty, if I may...”


      “Hmm? What is it, Bruno?”


      “Truth be told, Ms. Reina has consulted me regarding a certain problem,” he began. “Apparently, the treasury can no longer contain all the gold coins you are earning from our business dealings.”


      “Oh... Should we build another one?”


      “Of course, that proposal came up during our discussion. However, according to Ms. Reina... With all our business dealings, even gold coins will pile up too fast.”


      “Even gold coins...?”


      Coins roughly came in three types: copper, silver, and gold. Copper coins were used for day-to-day expenses, while silver coins were used for bigger purchases. On the other hand, gold coins were worth too much for ordinary expenses, only seeing use in huge fund transfers or dealings between nobles and large merchant companies. A hundred gold coins could already buy you a house.


      Frankly, I couldn’t wrap my head around the idea of gold coins piling up too fast.


      “Since these coins were originally a man-made system, Ms. Reina asked me if there is any monetary system that would be less bulky.”


      “Is there?”


      “There is... However, it is one I cannot handle.” Bruno bowed his head, this time actually bumping his forehead on the table. “My sincerest apologies.”


      “Hey, it’s fine. If we really have too many gold coins, then I can just store them in my item box for now.”


      “I am truly sorry...” Bruno lowered his head a bit more, before finally straightening his back. He didn’t look like he was done just yet.


      “Got something else to discuss?” I asked.


      “Yes... However, this is a personal issue. I am reluctant to bring it up with you, Your Majesty...”


      “Go right ahead.” I chuckled. “We’re no strangers, are we?”


      Bruno was Liam’s older brother. I’d ended up as Liam so suddenly that I couldn’t quite picture him as my brother, but I did see him as an ally and friend. And why would I turn away a friend in need?


      “Thank you very much. Actually, this is about pops—I mean, our father.”
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      Well, this was unexpected.


      Bruno was already the head of an entirely different household. Of course, the same could be said for me. But whereas I left almost immediately—in part because I wasn’t even Liam to begin with—Bruno had married into another family. That wasn’t to say he opposed the Hamilton house; I was just under the impression that he had entirely cut ties with them. But now, he seemed almost...worried.


      “What about him?” I asked, but all I got in response was a troubled look, like he was still hesitating to bring this up with me. “Could you elaborate, Bruno? Don’t leave me hanging here.”


      “M-My apologies!” Bruno straightened his back and finally continued, though it was out of fear of offending me. “It’s about our sister.”


      “Our sister?”


      “Yes... About her marriage...”


      “Oh.” Right, I remember that. I became Liam during the banquet that was held to celebrate her birth. “If I recall correctly, Jamille nobles only last three generations without any achievements, so they need to accomplish something of note to extend their rights before the fourth generation...”


      “Yes. Father’s plan was to marry off our sister to the king.”


      “I’ve heard it’s the easiest achievement. I’ve been wondering, though—is that really all it takes?”


      Bruno sighed. “As you know, Your Majesty, our father once failed miserably in his attempt to raise an achievement.”


      “Oh, yeah. He did.”


      “He certainly wasn’t the first. His failure was still within acceptable bounds, but...”


      “Ah... Right. He failed and somehow managed to set a seal, just like everyone else... But then the seal failed and the monster got loose.”


      “Indeed. At the time, many people were hurt.” Bruno shook his head. “Counting all three generations, Jamille has over a hundred nobles in their ranks. Naturally, a handful of them would think to take risks to earn an achievement each year. Despite the dangers, considering its purpose, the system cannot simply be abolished either. Thus did this method come to be.”


      “I get it... There’s no need to brave risks if you can just offer one daughter every three generations.” I folded my arms and nodded. A part of me still couldn’t quite accept it, but I wasn’t entirely sure how to put my thoughts to words anyway, so I just didn’t say anything.


      Instead, I brought us back to the main point. “So, what’s going on with our dad? Last I heard of him, he was gonna send our sister off, wasn’t he?”


      “He was. But he has unfortunately hit a snag.”


      “Why?”


      Bruno didn’t respond. He bit his lip and averted his gaze.


      “Bruno.”


      “Y-Yes?”


      “As you know, I’m clueless when something doesn’t involve magic. I’m gonna need you to spell it out for me.”


      “M-My apologies!” Bruno shot to his feet and bowed his head.


      “It’s fine. Now, go on.”


      “Okay...” He took his seat again, then looked me in the eye and finally spoke. “It is because of you, Your Majesty.”


      “Me?”


      “This engagement served the purpose of extending nobility rights. It was, to be blunt, like a business transaction,” Bruno began. “However, some are finding issue with the fact that father is related to you. Those in favor of winning you over and those against are now locked in a political battle.”


      “Hmm? What’s the issue?”


      “Because both sides agree that you can no longer be ignored, the consensus is that this matter must be tackled with great care.”


      “And that’s why it’s taking more time.”


      “Yes... It’s no urgent matter, but there is also no end in sight. I may be of a different house now, but even I cannot bear to watch this any longer...”


      “Yeah... What’s the standard approach here?” I asked bluntly. “I’m really out of my element, so I’d like your thoughts.”


      “Political strife calls for political measures. Unfortunately, our father likely doesn’t have the funds for such an approach.”


      “So, it’s a financial issue?”


      “It would be the vital first step, yes.”


      “Hmm... Well, that simplifies things,” I muttered, meeting Bruno’s stunned gaze. He didn’t seem to have been expecting that. “I’ve got more money than I know what to do with. I can just hand some off to him, right?”


      “Ah... B-But that’s—”


      “It’s just like what Amelia did—supporting your parents now that you can make your own living.”


      “That...is certainly the case for ordinary households.”


      “It’s the right thing to do, isn’t it? I’m just taking a page from Amelia’s book.”


      Bruno subtly hung his head. “I see...”


      “You think I’ll have enough?”


      “Of course. Why, I would say just a fourth of your national treasury should suffice.”


      “Gotcha. I’ll contact him right away, then.”


      Bruno breathed a sigh of relief.


      Suddenly, Lardon cut in with a chuckle. “What a roundabout approach.”


      “Lardon? What do you mean?”


      Bruno was caught off guard. He thought that we’d finally wrapped things up.


      “There is another, simpler way to deal with this,” she continued. “Think back to the last noble you encountered recently.”


      “The last noble... Oh!” I slapped my thigh in realization. Of course! I can ask her!


      A look of confusion surfaced on Bruno’s face. Ten minutes later, it was replaced with utter bewilderment when Sheila’s clone, now sitting before us, bluntly nodded her head—swiftly agreeing to lend us a hand.
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      The three of us each sat on a couch around the table, with Sheila’s clone to my right and Bruno to my left. Sheila’s clone was seated comfortably, whereas Bruno seemed to be shrinking in on himself as he waited for either of us to make a move.


      It didn’t seem like he’d be participating in this discussion for a while, so I turned my full attention to Sheila’s clone. “You agreed pretty easily. Are you sure?”


      “Why, of course. You ask the strangest things.” Sheila’s clone turned to me with an arched eyebrow. “A portion of Parta’s nobles fell under my wing after the previous incident. Is that not why you called for me?”


      “Well, yeah...” I smiled awkwardly. “I just wasn’t expecting you to agree so quickly. I know I asked you, but honestly...I might want you to think it through a bit more.”


      “Is there any need?” Sheila’s clone crossed her legs. The gesture was smooth and elegant, and I had no doubt this was just her being herself. Unlike Bruno, she never humbled herself before me. “I have nothing to lose and everything to gain from this.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes. If anything, I have to wonder why Jamille is debating this so thoroughly. This is so beneficial that I’m beginning to suspect that it’s poisonous bait.”


      “Poisonous...?”


      “Pardon me.” Bruno hesitantly spoke up. “I believe their pride may be coming into play. They were the ones who began calling His Majesty the ‘Monster King.’” Then, having said his piece, he once again withdrew from the conversation without so much as a hum.


      “Ah, yes. Of course. That would explain it... Foolish as ever.”


      “I still don’t get it...” I mumbled.


      “I am saying they are dullards for hesitating. This is their chance to form a connection with you through your father. If they are so reluctant, then I shall gladly take this ‘problem’ off their hands.”


      “Ahh. Gotta hand it to you, Sheila. You always explain things so simply.”


      “Because this is a simple affair. All the more they are fools in my eyes.”


      “Uh-huh.” Well, I finally got the picture. It looked like Sheila’s clone wasn’t against our proposal either. Rather, she was actually very thankful for it. “Hmm... Is it okay, though?”


      “Oh? I just gave you my answer. Are you not a little too young to be going senile?”


      “Ah, my bad. I could’ve said that better. What I meant was if it’s allowed by the rules of noble society. After all, I’m essentially proposing for my father to betray Jamille and switch sides to Parta, right?”


      Sheila’s clone hummed, understanding. “Indeed.” She curled up the corner of her lips. “But what of it? We can simply conjure up an excuse.”


      “Really...?”


      “Yes. Would you like to hear some now? I can come up with ten off the top of my head.”


      Lardon chuckled. “She speaks of this matter as you do of magic.”


      I just acknowledged her casual remark with a brief hum before refocusing on Sheila’s clone. “Let’s hear it.”


      “I want to curry favor with the Monster King. But to strike a general, you must first strike his horse. Hence, I secured his father.”


      “Oh...”


      “In Parta, nobility does not need to be renewed. I can indebt the Monster King by ensuring his family a long and favored existence.”


      “Mm-hmm...”


      “Would you like one with a bit more spice? Let me see... You have succession rights to the Hamilton house, yes?”


      “Er...”


      Bruno piped in to help. “His Majesty is fifth in line. Practically, he has none. But officially, he does.”


      “Oh.” That sounded about right.


      “Then let us think from your perspective. At this rate, your house will fall by your generation—but that is only the case by Jamille’s laws. With your succession rights and claim to the house, the duchess of Parta will serve as your proxy in a fight for the seat of family head.”


      “You can do that?”


      “Only because we are working with two exceptional cases. A pair of one-in-ten cases produces a one-in-a-hundred case. All in all, the logic stands.”


      “Is that really all it takes? I thought nobles were more, uh...” I trailed off into a strangled hum.


      I had a certain image of nobles in my mind, and this certainly didn’t fit—but how, exactly, I couldn’t put into words. To begin with, I was no noble. I just suddenly became Liam, the fifth son of a noble house, out of the blue. A part of me still struggled to identify as a noble even now.


      Sheila’s clone chuckled, her expression brightening in amusement. “Allow me to tell you something good. Do you know the origin of nobility?”


      “The...origin? No clue.” Was this some sort of historical trivia? No way I’d know.


      “If we were to trace their origins to the very roots, nobles were once bandits who learned sophistry.”


      “Huh? Seriously?!”


      “Yes. They earned land, wealth, and power as bandits. Their next step was to legitimize themselves through sophistry.”


      “Bruno, is that true?”


      “Well, er... Yes...” Bruno ultimately nodded despite his clear reluctance to answer.


      “Power and sophistry will get you anywhere,” Sheila’s clone concluded.


      “I see... That’s pretty fascinating.”


      She giggled. “As are you, for accepting this as it is.”


      “Ha ha...” I just gave my honest opinion and ended up with a compliment... I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. “Um... I guess this means I can count on you for this?”


      Sheila’s clone smiled pleasantly and nodded. “Of course.”


      “Need my help for anything?”


      “Nothing, besides your previously promised magic missiles.”


      “Is that all?”


      “You may leave the sophistry to me. What I need from you is the power to legitimize it.”


      “Aha... Gotcha.”


      Thanks to her simple explanation, my role in this plan was clear as day.
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      “Man... There sure is more to nobles than meets the eye.”


      “Oh? Still hung up on that, are we?” Sheila’s clone mused.


      “I can imagine that power will get you anywhere, but sophistry? Never would’ve thought of that.”


      “Do you know about pretexts?”


      “Huh? Uh, yeah... I guess I do.”


      “Those, too, are a form of sophistry.”


      “What? No way.” I turned to Bruno with a dubious gaze, seeking his opinion.


      He responded with a troubled frown. “Ah... Well, it may be a tad far-fetched to say so, but still...”


      He’s not denying it... Wow. It must be true after all.


      “Come to think of it, Bruno... Do you not need any magic missiles?”


      “I thank you for your consideration.” Bruno bowed deeply. “Though I would be grateful to receive some, I have no need for them at all.”


      “Really?”


      “He is your brother, after all, as well as a long-term business partner,” Sheila’s clone replied with a smile. “These two solid connections are enough indication that you are serving as his backer. On the other hand, I have no such thing. Hence why I must borrow your power.”


      “Then...” I held my chin and hung my head in thought. “Should I form a ‘connection’ with you too?”


      “Ideally.” Sheila’s clone smirked. “What do you have in mind? Take me hostage, perhaps?”


      “Hostage...?” That’s not the sorta thing you say with a smile...


      “I believe she is referring to a political marriage,” Bruno supplied.


      “Oh...”


      “I do not possess the skill to satisfy you in bed, but I am confident that my status can be of use to you.”


      “Well, sure, but...” I smoothly ignored her joke—but it also got me thinking. Sheila’s clone and Bruno looked at me questioningly, then at each other in confusion. “Give me a sec.”


      I cast Liamnet to make a call. A short while later, a window appeared between the three of us, from which a girl’s upper body was projected—Asuna.


      This was one of the Liamnet’s features. It transmitted our appearance and voice over distances. With this, we could converse the same way we would face-to-face despite being far apart.


      “I’m here. Thanks for waiting! What’s up, Liam?”


      “Sorry for calling so suddenly, Asuna. I just wanted to ask you a few things.”


      “Like?”


      “You’re a former noble, aren’t you?”


      “Uh-huh. Asuna Aquage. We were nobles up till ten generations ago.”


      “Do you want to return to nobility?”


      “I used to,” she replied nonchalantly. “They seemed so awesome and cool before. If I had the chance, I would have taken it. But not anymore.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because you and everyone around are way more awesome! Suddenly, nobility didn’t seem like all that anymore.”


      “Hmm... I see.” I had no idea she saw us that way.


      “Why do you ask?”


      “I was wondering if you’d wanna become a noble for me.”


      “Become a noble...for you?” Asuna echoed.


      My wording seemed to bother her, but I had a very good reason for it.


      Earlier, thanks to Lardon hinting at Sheila’s recent endeavors, I hit upon calling on her clone so we could come up with a solution for father’s troubles. That should’ve been the end of that. But then, I had a thought: Why not use the same strategy for this new issue too?


      Shouldn’t it be possible for an outsider to become a noble? After all, Sheila was able to take over the Duchy of Parta despite hailing from another nation. And even if a political marriage was basically hostage taking, it was still a way to connect two countries.


      Putting all that together, I figured I could send someone—whatever their official title—to become a Partan noble in order to form a connection between our nations. Admittedly, the logic was rather twisted, but Sheila’s clone said it herself—nobles were all about sophistry and pretext. This was the sort of thing we could just make an excuse for.


      That brought me to Asuna. She was one of the few humans in this country and even mentioned wanting to return to nobility back when we’d first met.


      After giving her a brief explanation, I asked her, “What do you think?”


      “All right. I’ll go.”


      “You sure?”


      “I don’t care about being a noble anymore, but I’d love to be of help to you.”


      “Thanks. You’d definitely be a huge help.”


      “Would they really hand out a nobility title so willy-nilly, though?”


      “Well...”


      “Gladly,” Sheila’s clone piped in, a bright smile on her face.


      “Really...?” I was thinking of making it a favor or maybe trading it for a hundred thousand magic missiles. I wasn’t expecting her to accept so eagerly.


      “But of course. I have absolutely no reason to refuse a political connection with you.”


      “Is it really that valuable?”


      “Indeed. As proof...”


      Suddenly, Sheila’s clone disappeared.


      “Huh? She’s gone? Wait...”


      “She means to say that your proposal is so beneficial that she needs to report it to her main body right away,” Lardon supplied.


      “Oh...” Basically, she wasn’t against it. Far from it, she was eager to progress these talks.


      Looks like things will go smoothly. I quietly breathed out a sigh of relief.
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      In the palace’s main hall, Scarlet stood next to me as I brought her up to speed on my recent discussions with Bruno and Sheila’s clone.


      “I see... Lord Bruno and Lady Sheila are as exceptional as ever. They came up with brilliant solutions despite your position rendering it difficult for you to aid your father.”


      “So, it would’ve been difficult for me alone...”


      Honestly, I’d been wondering about this during that meeting. As a former commoner, I thought that having all this power meant that I was free to just help him as I pleased. But neither Bruno nor Sheila made any such suggestions.


      “Yes, though not as much as it would have been to help your brother.”


      “Why?”


      Scarlet hummed. “I believe Lady Sheila was right to mention sophistry. You see, blood relations are a complicated matter for nobility. They arrange marriages because they serve as proof of connection and alliance. The logic dictates that a betrothed couple will naturally cooperate with one another.”


      “I see...”


      “However, this logic does not apply to blood relations. Biological siblings, especially brothers, often engage in feuds over family matters, sometimes even shedding blood in the process. Hence, being siblings is no proof of alliance.”


      “Oh... Is that why Bruno always acts that way?”


      “Indeed.”


      Wow... This was the first time I’d gotten an explanation of his behavior from a noble’s perspective. Better late than never, I guess.


      “Asuna serves as a better bridge than any sibling or family member could. Of course, this, too, is sophistry.”


      “Nobles really do love their sophistry, huh?”


      “Certainly. Back when religion had a stronger grip on the populace, marriage was said to be God’s blessing and divorce a betrayal of God’s will. Nobles would thus wield their sophistry to insist that a marriage was ill-established to begin with.”


      “Sounds tough...”


      “By the way, Master...” Now that our talk had come to an end, Scarlet’s gaze fell to my hands—which had actually been moving nonstop all this time. “What are you doing?”


      “Oh, hold on. I’m almost done... There we go.”


      After applying the finishing touches, I showed the finished products to Scarlet—two types of enchanted armor. One was the type that this nation’s monsters had been using, while the other was a new set engraved with a rose.


      “About this enchanted armor... Which do you think I should send over to Sheila?”


      “Er... By what criteria?”


      “Ah, my bad. I didn’t explain.” I paused to organize my thoughts. “After talking with Sheila and Bruno, I learned that it’d be better to make it clear to other nations that Sheila’s duchy and my country are on good terms. But as for how clear we should make it and what we should do to that end, I’m still not entirely sure. I handed her a hundred thousand magic missiles, but it’s not like everyone can see them. I figured a more visible weapon might be better.”


      “Ah, I understand.” Scarlet hummed. “May I ask for the reason behind this new set’s design?”


      “The rose? Well, Sheila has a magic sword named Crimson Rose.”


      “What of its performance and power?”


      “I made it a bit stronger, since ordinary humans would use them.”


      “I see. In that case, I believe the design is acceptable. However, it should be of identical strength to that of our country’s.”


      “Hmm... But that’d make it weaker. Why?” I couldn’t see the point in going out of our way to make it less.


      “To make a show of our king’s power,” Scarlet explained. “Only a ruler with more than enough power to spare would not cast a second glance at an armor’s performance while redesigning it.”


      “Ah... I get it.”


      “As the saying goes, a picture is worth a thousand words. This, along with the magical arrows, will make it appear as if we have much more power in store, and that our aid for Lady Sheila is no more than a drop in the ocean.”


      “Will they even interpret it that way?”


      “But of course.” Scarlet smiled. “After all, nobles love twisting logic. They have developed a habit of reading too deep into people’s actions.”


      “Ooh...” I understood what she was saying, not that I could relate. In any case, I was sure I could trust Scarlet on this. “Let’s go with that, then. Thanks, Scarlet.”


      “It is my honor.”


      Following her advice, I began to downgrade the enchanted armor. “Huh... I guess I should work on the design a bit more.”


      “Hmm? How so?”


      “It’ll be just as powerful, but I’ll make it flashier when Sheila uses it with Crimson Rose... What do you think?”


      Scarlet’s eyes blew wide for a second before her expression was overcome with awe. “That is a wonderful idea, Master. Splendidly done,” she said as she bowed deeply.


      “Great.”


      Sheila’s enchanted armor was shaping up nicely.
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      The following day, I called Sheila—the real one—to the palace courtyard. Her clone had dispelled herself to report the matter regarding my father to her main body, so she was now back to restation her clone.


      “What are we doing here?” she asked.


      “I made a little something with Scarlet’s advice, and I wanted to hand it over to you.” My gaze shifted to the palace off to our side. “Come on over.”


      Five male soldiers—all equipped with enchanted armor—stepped in front of us in a straight and orderly line. They were all noble vampires, the most humanlike race in this city of monsters. As long as they acted the part, an ordinary person would be hard-pressed to notice that they were monsters at all.


      “What is this?” Sheila asked.


      “A new set of enchanted armor,” I answered. “Engraved with roses.”


      “Roses...” With a gasp, Sheila turned her attention to the ground a short distance from us, where her sword, Crimson Rose, lay discarded as usual. The glowing blade flickered, as if flinching under her sudden gaze. “I see now.”


      “Yep. You’ll be wielding Crimson Rose alongside guards equipped with rose-adorned enchanted armor. Scarlet told me how much this sort of thing matters.”


      “And she would be correct. This, too, is a form of power.” Sheila nodded. “I suppose that would make these...custom-made sets of armor, so to speak.”


      “Well... That’s exactly what they are.” If Sheila didn’t want them, then we could just use them ourselves... Still, I’d made these specifically for her.


      “Then I shall gladly use them.”


      “Great, thanks.” Nothing felt better than seeing something you made be used for its intended purpose, even if I did only make it with Scarlet’s advice at first.


      I turned to the noble vampires. “Thanks, guys. You can change out of the armor now. As planned, send them to Parta, along with the spares.”


      Sheila and I watched as the noble vampires returned to the palace as instructed.


      “My... They do stand out quite a bit, though.”


      “That’s roses for you,” I agreed with a light laugh. Being eye-catching was by design too. What stood out more on a battlefield than an army of soldiers in rose-studded armor? “Isn’t it much better this way?”


      “Very much so. Why, I would love for them to stand out more than me.”


      “That might be possible, but I wouldn’t count on it.”


      “Why not?”


      “I mean, who could possibly stand out more than you wielding a magic sword in battle?”


      “My, my. Quite the smooth talker, hmm?”


      “I mean it, though.”


      I could picture it easily: Sheila on the battlefield, clad in a snow-white dress and a bloodred sword in hand, dealing one sharp blow after the next at deadly speeds. Not to mention she was even a duchess now.


      Standing out more than her with just a single set of armor? That wasn’t very likely. Maybe not straight-up impossible, but I’d have to start getting very creative about what counted as enchanted armor.


      “Then again...” Sheila hummed, drawing me out of my thoughts. “Perhaps not standing out is just as good an option.”


      “Way ahead of you.”


      “Huh?”


      “Next!” I once again called out toward the palace.


      Another set of orderly footsteps shook the ground in the courtyard—but the figures causing the footsteps and lining up in front of us were nowhere to be seen.


      Sheila squinted. “Where...?”


      “I made them invisible.” Smiling at Sheila’s perplexed reaction, I turned to the invisible soldiers. “Stay still, guys. Don’t worry, this won’t hurt.”


      A magic circle expanded overhead. With a chant, I summoned a small rain cloud that drizzled over the ten-meter-wide area in front of us, quickly revealing the five transparent figures I’d called earlier. The moisture had made them visible.


      Sheila was stunned. “Wh-What...?”


      “It’s the opposite of the super conspicuous armor earlier. Won’t this come in handy too?”


      “This is incredible...”


      “Well, the armor just projects the scenery behind it. It’s basically an application of the same feature from the Liamnet. No biggie.”


      Sheila looked a little exasperated. “That’s...not quite what I meant.”


      Huh? What did she mean, then?


      “Ah, so this is what you were making in secret,” Lardon noted. For some reason, she sounded kind of exasperated, but also a touch amused. “It seems you haven’t noticed... Invisibility is a new feature entirely. It exceeds the confines of a ‘change in design.’”


      I blinked. “Oh...”


      Whoops... She’s absolutely right. I scratched my head with an awkward, lopsided smile.
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      After giving it a bit of thought, I turned to Sheila with an apologetic expression. “Sorry, I take it back.”


      “Oh my. Is there an issue? It’s quite unlike you to make a blunder with magic.”


      “No, the magic itself is fine. Lardon just told me I overdid it.”


      “Ah...” A subtly playful smile appeared on Sheila’s face. “I understand.”


      “You do? I hardly explained...”


      “Of course. Though I cannot fathom what new spells mean to you, I am very aware of where I stand in all this.”


      Sensing my confusion, Lardon swiftly supplied, “She means to say that she knows not to overstep.”


      “Knows not to overstep...?”


      “Correct. I am currently acting as your vassal state—your marionette, you could say. Hence, I know my place.”


      “Vassal state... Marionette...?” I parroted blankly, unfamiliar with either term.


      Lardon chuckled. “I’ve never seen such a nonchalant marionette.”


      I sighed. “You two are better off talking with each other. I can’t keep up.”


      “My, that sounds like it would be a rather unproductive discussion.”


      “I agree.”


      “See? You’ll hit it off just fine,” I grumbled.


      Again, Lardon and Sheila responded identically—by chuckling. Okay, Lardon’s one thing, but how is Sheila finding this amusing? She can’t even hear Lardon. I found myself on the verge of laughter too.


      “Anyway,” I continued. “The rose armor’s all yours, but I’ll be taking the second offer back. I’ll make it up to you eventually.”


      Sheila quietly stared at me, her amusement settling down into something more mellow. “You truly are...quite the strange person.”


      “Huh? Strange, how?”


      “You see, the first nobles... Ah, perhaps you would understand better if I call them the progenitors, or rather, the first generation?”


      I cocked my head. “Are you saying I’m similar to them?”


      “Indeed. Do you remember what I told you the other day? That nobles are fond of sophistry?”


      “Yeah...” I recalled it was her clone who’d explained that to me. Those memories must have returned to her when the spell was released.


      “In their bid to become nobles, the bandits sought to ‘cleanse’ their record by performing acts of good and establishing that nobles carry a duty to save the less fortunate.”


      “Ah. I know about that.”


      Before becoming Liam, I’d heard that nobles were obliged to protect the weak—on paper, at least. Ask any commoner, and they’d say without missing a beat that it was lip service at worst and unsolicited charity at best. Nobody actually believed it. Sure enough, I’d never seen any noble act on that philosophy. My view on this matter was one of the things that hadn’t changed at all from the past.


      “By providing excessive aid for the weak, they created a pretext to begin calling themselves nobles rather than bandits,” Sheila finished. “This is the story of the first generation of nobles, though they are not officially acknowledged as such.”


      “Okay...” I paused. Why were we talking about this again? “Uh... You’re saying I’m just like them?”


      “Yes.”


      “Really...?”


      “Yes,” she repeated, more firmly this time. “Especially when it comes to magic. You possess more mana and creativity than any other human, yet you never shy away from sharing it with those around you. Moreover...” Sheila smirked. “Just like the bandits of the past, you will someday need to ‘cleanse’ yourself of your reputation as the Monster King.”


      Lardon chuckled. “Now that she mentions it, there are certainly many points of similarity.”


      Really? I’m not so convinced yet, but if you say so...


      “From how you speak, it sounds as if you had yet to notice these things.”


      “Well, yeah...”


      “In that case, perhaps you are not so much a case of atavism...as you are pioneering a new type of nobility.” Sheila smiled. “Of course, I mean this as a compliment.”
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      The next day, I found myself in a rocky mountain. The city was so far away that it had become no more than an indistinguishable blur along the horizon. It was a little over noon now, but I’d been here since morning—digging up all sorts of ores and minerals, using them for a bunch of experiments, loading them up with mana to see if they’d undergo any changes, and so on.


      I was knee-deep in the whole process when Lardon suddenly told me, “The sun is soon to set.”


      I blinked, falling out of focus. I’d just wrapped up another experiment with one of the ores I’d dug up. “What?”


      Looking up did little to tell me if Lardon was right. As it turned out, all my digging had landed me literally inside the mountain. My surroundings were reminiscent of a coal mine. Naturally, I had no way of knowing the time—except one.


      “Liamnet,” I chanted, taking a peep at the city. With all the buildings and structures, our city was starting to look no different from a human city. The streets were stained in the crimson hues of sundown. “Oh, you’re right. I’ve been at it for half a day already?”


      “What have you been doing?”


      “Looking for something like the blue ant beads.”


      “Ah, that material that can store heat?”


      “Yep.” I summoned a spray of water with Splash to wash my dirty hands. “Blue ant beads can store a near-infinite amount of heat, right? I’m looking for something that can store power just like that.”


      “Hmm... And why were you testing it out one by one on those ores and minerals?”


      “Well, actually...” I called forth my item box and took out some high mithril silver.


      “High mithril silver... What about it?”


      “It can store mana to a certain extent.”


      “Indeed, though it pales in comparison to the blue ant beads.”


      “Not to mention that you can only use so much compared to what was stored.”


      “Correct. Such is the case most of the time.”


      “But I discovered something by coincidence a while back—the losses decrease when it’s cold.”


      “Oh?” Lardon sounded interested.


      “So, I tested it out a bit. Apparently, the cooler I made it, the bigger the proportion of the stored energy I could use later on. When I cooled it to the best of my abilities, I was able to drop the losses to zero and use one hundred percent of the stored energy.”


      “Aha, I see. Fascinating...but also utterly useless,” Lardon said, a hint of playfulness in her voice. “If a mage of your caliber had to use the best of your abilities, then you must have spent more mana on the cooling spell alone than you had saved in the high mithril silver.”


      “Exactly. Well, that’s fine and all. The real problem is that cooling and heating the ores sometimes makes them change shape.”


      “Hence you are digging up new ones—to try various possibilities.”


      “You got it.” Now that my explanation was out of the way, I returned my high mithril silver to my item box. “Sad to say I found nothing today. Guess this search is gonna last a while.”


      “It would be difficult to find what you’re looking for among pure metals. Perhaps you should consider alloys too.”


      “Alloys?” I echoed dubiously. That word sounds vaguely familiar...


      “Alloys are metals made by combining multiple materials.”


      “That’s a thing?”


      “It never ceases to amuse me how your intelligence drops rapidly outside the field of magic,” Lardon mused. I could only laugh awkwardly in response. “Among alloys, humans would be most familiar with steel. It is made by mixing high-purity charcoal with iron.”


      “Wow, really?”


      “Combining substances to create materials of new quality is no novel concept,” Lardon continued. “Unbeknownst to you, around you exist many alloys—among other mundane things, like mixing egg whites with yolks, flour with water, and so on. Alcohol is another example. Its flavor changes depending on its purity, does it not?”


      “True... Oh, I get it now.”


      I’d never thought about this. Eggs, flour, alcohol... Though Lardon had brought up all these examples to tease my cluelessness, they were certainly all things that I could easily encounter throughout my everyday life. I kinda knew that they were “mixed substances,” but it didn’t occur to me to apply that logic here.


      After giving it a bit of thought, I summoned my item box and took out my high mithril silver once more—this time, along with a blue ant nest. I crushed them both into powdery bits, then mixed them with some dirt. I also added some water so they’d stick.


      “It’s like clay,” I observed.


      “Why not try to bake it?” Lardon suggested, sounding amused.


      Good idea. I used Spirit Summoning to call forth a Salamander and Gnome, a duo I frequently used to bake and heat a lot of stuff back when I’d first learned magic.


      “Gnome, wrap this up. Salamander, bake it.”


      My orders to them were the same as always. The two summoned spirits did as they were told, wrapping the mixture into an airtight mold and baking it. How long does it take to bake an alloy? Actually, am I even doing this right?


      “Oh?”


      Amid my brewing concerns, Lardon hummed. The amusement contained in her voice sounded subtly different from earlier.
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      “What’s the matter?”


      Lardon sounded like a child who’d found a new toy. Her excitement soared further when I asked her to elaborate. “You may have just created something very fascinating.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes. Though, I may be mistaken. I would have to take a closer look.”


      “Nah, I trust your judgment.”


      If I quantified my magic at ten and everything else at zero or one, in my view, Lardon was a ten—maybe even twenty—across the board. I had absolutely no reason to doubt her judgment when she was so much more capable than me overall.


      Soon, the alloy was complete. I thanked the Salamander and Gnome before sending them back and prying open the earthen mold. It was already shaped like a gold bar... The Gnomes must be pretty used to this whole process already, considering how many times I’d done something similar before.


      The alloy bar, already cool to the touch, was a firm weight in my hand. With a smooth metallic texture, it glistened in a golden hue with a faint prismatic sheen. What a strange color...


      “Ahh...”


      “Have you already noticed something?”


      “I tried pouring in a bit of mana just now, and it... Hmm...” I scoured through everything I knew to look for the perfect analogy. “It feels like splashing water over the sand in the middle of the desert.”


      Lardon chuckled. “Quite the unique analogy. Most would liken it to soaking up water with a sponge... That isn’t to say yours is any worse,” she added when I was sheepishly scratching my cheek. She then returned her attention to the alloy in my hand. “How much energy can it store and return?”


      “This is just a guess, but...”


      I held the alloy in my left hand and thrust out my right. Using my body as a pipe, I imagined the stored mana flowing through me like water and out into a spell—a single Magic Missile.


      I used this spell because I was most familiar with it and it didn’t cost a lot of mana. After all, it was just a simple burst of energy. This made it easy to compare the amount of mana used to the amount I’d stored.


      “Hmm... I can store as much as I need, and none of it is lost even at room temperature.” I clenched my fist. “This should do it!”


      Lardon hummed. “And what exactly do you ‘need’?”


      “Huh?”


      “It sounds to me like you created this for a specific purpose. Well? What are you trying to make?”


      “Ah... You’re right. I first thought of this when I saw Crimson Rose, Sheila’s magic sword.”


      “You wish to make one yourself?”


      “No, not exactly. How do I say this...? Well, doesn’t that sword feel oddly human to you?”


      “You are dabbling in very advanced territory,” Lardon mused, chuckling.


      Generally, Lardon didn’t view things in terms of good or bad. What mattered to her was how unique and interesting it was. Sheila and Crimson Rose’s relationship seemed to earn passing marks by her criteria.


      “Is it?” I asked.


      “Indeed. Though, you’ve no need to wrap your head around it. You’re not mistaken in calling it humanlike.”


      “All right.” If Lardon said so, then who was I to argue? “Anyway, here’s how I see it: It’s almost like there’s a human in the sword, the same way you’re inside me. Basically, I imagined a human fitting inside the sword.”


      “Hmm. Fair enough.”


      “And that got me thinking: Can’t I make some sort of vessel for you dragons too? Like, instead of Crimson Rose the magic sword, it’d be...Lardon the divine sword! Or something like that.”


      “So, this is what you’ve been thinking of, hmm?”


      “Yeah. A vessel for Dyphon and Paithon.”


      “That would be good,” Lardon agreed swiftly, giving me a bit of relief that I was on the right track. “Your soul has grown enough to fit all three of us, but I haven’t the slightest intention of cohabiting with those two.”


      I blinked. “Huh?”


      “What?” Lardon seemed equally perplexed by my confusion.


      “Uh... What did you just say...?”


      “About what?”


      “Something about my soul...”


      “Hm? Ah... I suppose you wouldn’t be able to tell yourself. Of course. I should have realized.” I could imagine Lardon nodding to herself. “You see, your soul—which was already amusingly large when we’d first met—has grown three times larger since then.”


      My jaw dropped. “Wha... Whaaaaat?!”
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      Lardon hummed. “As I suspected, you had no clue.”


      “Is that true?”


      “Indeed. It has been rather amusing to watch it grow bigger each time.”


      “Oh, wow...”


      Truth be told, I’d completely forgotten about the size of my soul. Lardon was pretty much the only one who talked about it, and it hardly came up after our first meeting—maybe just once or twice at most, despite all the time we’d spent together.


      Besides...I wasn’t sure what it meant to have a “big soul.” After the initial shock of hearing about it, all I was left with was confusion. What did having a soul three times as large now even entail?


      But I did have some thoughts on the matter. After pondering for a while, I decided to ask Lardon, “If my soul’s thrice as large now—”


      “No, that won’t work,” Lardon interrupted.


      “I haven’t even asked my question yet... You already know?”


      “Of course. You are in the process of creating a vessel for the others, and you are aware that the size of your soul allows me to dwell within you,” she went on. “There is only one thing you would ask at this stage.”


      “Oh... I guess you’re right. There is only one.” I chuckled awkwardly. Since my soul had grown, I wanted to know: Could I now also house Dyphon and Paithon within me, like I did Lardon? “Still...it won’t work?”


      “I’m afraid this is something you cannot fix, no matter how strong you grow. We are simply too incompatible. Even our current arrangement is practically a miracle... Though, I suppose I must acknowledge—begrudgingly—that we also have her restraint to thank for it.”


      “Her? Which one?”


      “Paithon.”


      “But what for...?”


      “You see, I am accompanying you out of interest, whereas Dyphon is making herself human out of a desire to birth your offspring. We seek different things of you and situate ourselves on different spots in your life. In the event that I come to view you as a mate—rather, a man—and develop romantic feelings for you...”


      When she says it like that...why does it sound so ominous, instead of romantic?


      I gulped. “Wh-What then...?”


      “At best, one of them will die.”


      “What? Then what happens at worst?!”


      “At worst, every living being in this world will perish alongside them.”


      Lardon chuckled—though it sounded much darker than usual. I had a feeling she was trying to ease the tension, but somehow she only succeeded in sounding scarier.


      “Why would that happen...?”


      “Why wouldn’t it, when we desire the same thing? It certainly doesn’t help that we are already on bad terms.” Lardon huffed. “In any case, I digress. I desire to watch your life, while Dyphon desires your love. Paithon came last, and so settled into the position of...a desireless pet. That is to say, she is a freeloader.”


      Paithon’s going to be so mad if she hears about this... Uh, never mind. I didn’t hear anything.


      “Considering what she does desire,” Lardon continued, “one wrong move, and she could end up butting heads with Dyphon.”


      “Oh, right... Sleep.” I nodded. I guess that made sense.


      Lardon chuckled.


      “What is it this time?”


      “Have I told you of the time when I ruled over the world for a few days?”


      “Huh? Oh... Yeah, I feel like you did. Super casually too. What was it again? You were just answering the innocent question of a child you took a liking to, right?”


      “Correct.”


      I recalled that story with a dry chuckle. It was like a fairy tale—whimsical and hard to believe.


      Long ago, Lardon met a young child. She called him ordinary and powerless, with nothing to him but his boyish charm, youthful innocence, and a future of infinite possibilities. In response to his most simple question, Lardon simply said, “Shall we take over the world, then?” and went on to do just that—she invaded every country in the world within the next few days. After showing the boy what “world domination” was, Lardon didn’t even bother governing everything. Instead, she just tossed it all to the curb.


      “What about that story?” I asked.


      “As you are now, you can achieve world domination without borrowing our powers.”


      “Really?”


      “Of course. As long as all of humanity does not band together.”


      A “Hmm” was all I could muster in response. Frankly, I didn’t have much more of a reaction to give.


      “You seem disinterested,” Lardon noted.


      “Yeah...”


      She chuckled. “I see, I see. Ah, come to think of it...”


      “What is it this time?” Our conversation sure was jumping all over the place today.


      “Back during the war, I created a failed prototype for enchanted armor. It might still be in the last battlefield.”


      “Where?!”


      Lardon chuckled. “Of course you’d find more interest in a failed product than the world. How very like you.”


      “Stop teasing me. Where is it?”


      “Who knows...? Give me some time. My memories of the distant past are rather vague.”


      Lardon fell into thought while I proceeded working on the alloy. However, my curiosity sabotaged my progress. Just what kind of enchanted armor did Lardon first make? And what exactly made her deem it a failure? The answers to these questions fascinated me way more than world domination.


      As I waited, patient yet restless, for Lardon to sift through her memories...the kings of Jamille and Quistador had met for a semiofficial conference.
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      Just before lunch, I was called to the palace round table for a meeting. The moment I stepped inside, I was taken aback—everyone was already there, standing by their respective seats.


      It didn’t bother me that they weren’t sitting; what startled me was who was present for this meeting. We had six members for today: all three of my executives—Gai, Chris, and Reina—along with Alucard and, representing the humans, Scarlet and Asuna. This was probably the most attendees we’d had for this type of meeting to date.
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      “Hey, what’s going on?” I asked.


      Scarlet responded with a stiff expression. “An emergency has arisen, Master. We seek your approval for certain matters.”


      “An emergency?”


      “Yes.”


      I looked around. For an emergency, none of them looked all that fussed. Gai and Chris seemed more excited than serious, while Reina, as always, was the picture of composure. Asuna appeared to be a little confused. Only Scarlet looked like she was facing an emergency.


      Whatever the case, this meeting wasn’t gonna happen while we were all still standing, so I urged them to take their seats. Once we were settled, Scarlet looked at Alucard, who then rose to his feet and bowed to me.


      “I shall give the report,” he said. “The kings of Jamille and Quistador have met for a conference.”


      “Both kings?” That was pretty shocking. Not that I knew what they discussed, but it couldn’t have been an ordinary conference for the leaders of both kingdoms to meet in person.


      “It appears they discussed an alliance, perhaps even the possibility of a united front.”


      “Against what?”


      “Against our nation—and you, Lord Liam.”


      I narrowed my eyes. “So, they plan on working together...to fight us?”


      My question triggered varying reactions from every attendee.


      “Who do those humans think they are?” Chris sneered.


      “Their insolence knows no bounds!” Gai agreed. “Do they think they can challenge milord when they fail to even best us? Utterly laughable!”


      “You said it. We should let ’em try. See if the meathead and I don’t send them all home crying!”


      These two were normally at each other’s throats, but today they were getting on like a house on fire. They looked a lot more thrilled than they were angry, unlike Reina and Scarlet who were listening as calmly as ever.


      Meanwhile, Asuna—bluntly, also as usual—wasted no time hitting Alucard with a question. “Okay, so, you already told us that earlier, but how do you even know all that? News of their conference is understandable, but they don’t usually publicize what they talked about, do they?”


      “The king of Quistador shared it with his most favored consort as pillow talk,” Alucard answered.


      Asuna tilted her head. “Pillow talk?”


      “A layman’s term for intimate conversation between lovers at night.”


      “Oh...” Asuna flushed and immediately clamped her mouth shut. Suddenly, she seemed more embarrassed by the romantic source of this information than she was curious about the kings’ conference.


      I took a moment to organize my thoughts. “Basically, the king of Quistador just spilled his diplomatic affairs to his consort?”


      “Precisely.”


      “But...couldn’t that be a trap?” I furrowed my brow. “They’re planning an alliance to challenge me—the Monster King, right? Who would just spill the beans about such a plan?”


      I heard Lardon right chuckle before Scarlet explained, “On the contrary, this confirms its veracity. The king of Quistador is widely known for his fondness of women.”


      “So it’s...a more trustworthy source?”


      “Yes. Those in power tend to brag to their lovers in bed. This has always been true, and will likely never change hereon.”


      “Truly,” Lardon agreed.


      “Wow... Is that how it works?” I struggled to understand, but it had to be true if Lardon and Scarlet were both in agreement about it. “So, did the king of Jamille do that too?”


      Alucard answered, “No. However, their Minister of Foreign Affairs leaked the same information to a high-class prostitute. That is where we gathered this intel.”


      “Wow, you guys really work everywhere...”


      “Additionally, they seem to be harboring a futile ambition,” Alucard continued, his lips curling into a sneer. “Both countries are planning to use the momentum from this war to seize not only the promised land but also Parta, then fuse them with Jamille and Quistador to form a new empire.”


      My eyes widened. “An empire?! That’s what they’ve got their sights set on?”


      “Indeed. Clearly, they are counting their chickens before they’ve hatched.”


      “You said it.” Chris huffed. “Do they seriously think a bit of buddying up’s gonna make them stronger than us?”


      “Boar woman, I’ve just thought of a brilliant idea.”


      “Let’s hear it, meathead.”


      “We now have two countries as our foes. What say you we take one each and see who can destroy their target the fastest?”


      “Oh? Not bad. That’s the best thing you’ve ever suggested.”


      Somehow, Gai and Chris were still seeing eye to eye. This miraculous agreement only got them even more fired up.


      “Whoa there, you two. Hold up for a second,” I told them.


      “Milord?”


      “What’s the matter, Master?”


      “Two countries are about to join forces and wage war on us. It can’t be that simple, can it?”


      “Is it not?” Gai asked me back.


      “It’s problem solved once we beat ’em up, isn’t it?” Chris agreed.


      They both looked at me blankly. They genuinely believed that all was well as long as we defeated every soldier Jamille and Quistador send in.


      “They may be right,” Lardon said, to my surprise. “Do you remember my words?”


      “Hm...? All of it, yeah. Which ones, though?”


      Lardon chuckled. “Color me impressed. Quite the smooth talker now, are we?”


      “Huh?”


      “I jest. I’m aware you’re doing that unintentionally—but that is no less endearing. In any case, as I told you, world domination can be achieved within half a year.”


      “Oh, yeah. You did.”


      “Now you have me, the other two, and yourself. We no longer have to concern ourselves with Dragon Slayer, and we already have intel on the enemy. Tell me, is defeat even a possibility at this point?”


      I paused. “Oh...”


      Myself aside, we had Lardon, Dyphon, and Paithon. Lardon was right... I found it hard to believe that anyone could beat us now.
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      “Do as you please,” Lardon suggested. “I guarantee that you will have your turn to freely wield your magic as you wish, no matter what.”


      “Well, that makes me feel better.”


      Lardon chuckled. “Of course. It would benefit me too.”


      As I was pondering, I absently cast a glance at Gai and Chris. Knowing that I was talking with Lardon, they were just patiently waiting for their turn as usual. Well, if I take Lardon’s advice into consideration, then I guess...I could just let them go ahead with this competition of theirs after all?


      Reina raised her hand up beside her head. “Master, if I may,” she said, drawing me out of my thoughts.


      “Go ahead. Any good ideas?”


      “I don’t dare declare it a ‘good suggestion’ without your approval. However, there is one thing we must take into consideration.” Reina cleared her throat. “After all this time, the humans have yet to cease their persistent meddling.”


      Everyone reacted vividly to Reina’s words—Gai and Chris with fury, and Scarlet and Alucard with stiff faces. Asuna grimaced, looking a little awkward.


      And I agreed with a nod. “You make a good point.”


      “It is a simple matter for Gai and Chris to decimate both armies then attack their countries, but that will not solve the root issue. I can easily imagine Jamille’s and Quistador’s new leaders repeating their predecessors’ mistakes.”


      “You’re right.” That was how it had been until now, and that was probably how it would be from hereon. Honestly, the human nations have been making their stubbornness too painfully clear to me.


      “With that in mind, I do have one humble suggestion,” Reina continued. “Instead of putting a stop to the empire’s establishment, what if we simply take over...and make it serve as our nation’s breakwater?”


      I blinked. “Um...”


      “Effective indeed,” Scarlet remarked.


      Alucard nodded. “Lady Sheila would not harbor treacherous intentions as empress.”


      Well, these two seem to be in agreement... All the while, I was still struggling to follow. Gai and Chris seemed to be in the same boat. All we could do was stare blankly.


      “Er... So, what does that mean?” I asked.


      Asuna looked at me, her smile still strained. “Exactly what it means, Liam.”


      “You’re following this, Asuna?”


      “They’re talking about merging our three neighboring kingdoms into an empire and making Sheila the empress.”


      “Sheila...?”


      “Because she wouldn’t turn against you.”


      “Oh...”


      Okay, I finally get it. But...how will that turn out?




      Nothing was more fruitless than pondering over things I knew nothing about. Anything unrelated to magic was best left in the hands of those who knew what they were doing. This was my general approach to life after becoming Liam—after I began to specialize in magic and, consequently, became hopeless with everything else.


      This case was no exception.


      I struck while the iron was hot and made my way to Sheila’s clone. It had been a while since she moved out of the reception hall and into the residence we’d made especially for her.


      She greeted me with a hint of surprise before welcoming me into a parlor room. It was only after a maid served us some refreshments that we were left alone in the room to talk.


      “To what do I owe the pleasure of this sudden visit?” she asked right away.


      “Well, the truth is...I have something to discuss with you.”


      “Oh? And what might that be? Any favor from you, I shall gladly accept.”


      I looked at her wide-eyed. “Any?” Can she really make that promise without hearing me out first?


      “But of course.”


      I paused. “Okay...”


      “You seem reluctant to ask now.”


      “Actually, the others already told me what to say. They made it as concise as possible, said you’d understand right away, but I just...don’t know if this is okay to say this.”


      “Why not give it a try?”


      “Fine.” I sighed. “Will you become our puppet empress?”


      As I’d expected, Sheila’s clone looked at me in shock.


      Scarlet and Reina had been the ones to prepare this simple question for me, saying that Sheila would understand its implications right away. Of course, I knew what it meant too, but that didn’t change the fact that it wasn’t a very nice thing to say. Naturally, I was reluctant—


      “I will.”


      —but to my great surprise, Sheila’s clone agreed in a heartbeat.
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      “Well, that was quick. You’d basically be turning against humanity, you know?”


      “As they say, it is better to be infamous than unknown. This does not go against my principles, and so I am willing to bear the price.”


      “All right...” I guess I could understand that—empathize with, even.


      “On the contrary,” Sheila continued, “that is quite the grand role. Are you certain about entrusting it to me?”


      Her question stunned me, but just for the briefest of moments. The answer to that came to me in a flash, almost like a divine revelation. “It’s true that I’m doing this by everyone’s suggestion, but I agree that you’re the only one for the job.”


      “Why?”


      My reason came just as fast.


      “Because...you’re just like me.”


      “I am?”


      “Yeah.” I nodded firmly. “And like me...you know exactly what you want.”


      “I certainly do.”


      “And nothing else matters to you.”


      “Truly.” Sheila giggled. “Else, I wouldn’t be selling my soul to the Monster King.”


      Lardon chuckled. “An interesting turn of phrase.”


      It sounded like Lardon took a liking to what Sheila just said. She reacted the same way she did with me sometimes, further proving my point of our similarity.


      “I’m the same,” I told Sheila. “Honestly, I don’t think I care for most things besides magic.”


      “From how you speak, it would seem so.”


      “That’s why I can understand you and trust you. The title of Monster King holds no value to you, right?”


      “Indeed. If I had to say...in my eyes, it is worth less than a baron’s rank.”


      This woman never changes. “So, I think you’ll never turn against me...besides the occasional surprise attack, I guess.”


      “I suppose not. We shan’t clash in any official capacity. Moreover...” She smiled. “I also doubt we will ever have union.”


      “Union...?”


      “I mean to say, we shall never be wedded.”


      “Oh...” I shook my head. “Nope, not happening.”


      “I thought so.”


      Regardless, I was sure we’d get along just fine for many more years to come, and I had no doubt Sheila was thinking the same thing. No more words were needed between us.


      “All right, then. Let me ask one last time: Will you become our puppet empress?”


      Sheila smiled. “Gladly.”


      “Thanks.”


      With this, my business here was done—until suddenly, my body began to glow. Particles of light fluttered into the air and converged into the form of a young girl—Lardon.


      “Lardon! Do you need something?”


      With a nod, Lardon turned to Sheila, who was still smiling. “I wish to confirm with you as well, as this decision shall seal your fate for the rest of your life.”


      “Fret not. I have no reason to withdraw.”


      Lardon quietly hummed before turning to me with a mischievous grin. “I shall ask you as well: Would you be willing to garner more infamy?”


      What happened to all that goodwill she was showing Sheila? I thought dryly. In any case, I knew Lardon; I knew what answer she wanted to hear, and I had no problem playing along—save for just one tiny thing.


      “Will it affect my study of magic?”


      “Not at all.”


      Great. “All right, then.”


      My swift answer caused Lardon to smile wider. “Good, good.”


      “What’s this all about?” I asked.


      “This is about something you would struggle to comprehend. I myself am only a step or so above you in this regard,” she explained. “You see, this is akin to...drafting a story or a picture, as humans would put it.”


      “Hmm... Kinda like a gamebook?”


      “Yes. That project revealed that you are not suited to such tasks, but that has few direct implications on this plan.”


      “Okay...” So, what was she planning?


      “In the meantime, I suppose we can call it...the Liamblade?”


      Sheila and I looked at one another, mirroring each other’s blank expressions, as we parroted, “The...Liamblade?”
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      “Oh? Is that name not to your fancy? I thought it sounded sufficiently sinister to match your infamy as Monster King.” Lardon chuckled. “I only added ‘blade’ because that lass wields a sword as her weapon, though frankly, the rest hardly matters as long as it has your name on it. Why, you could even simply name it ‘Liam’ too.”


      I stared dumbfounded at Lardon as she spoke, and then, I realized—she was speaking smoothly and clearly, like she had a clear vision as to what she was planning.


      “Oh!”


      Sheila’s clone gave me a dubious look. “Did that make sense to you?”


      I grinned. “If Lardon isn’t elaborating, it’s because I don’t need her to. And that only happens when the topic is magic. After that, I instantly knew what she had in mind.”


      “I only place my expectations on him in the field of magic...which is exactly what the man himself wants anyway.” Lardon put on a broad and playful grin.


      I laughed. “Got that right.”


      Sheila’s clone paused. “Amazing... The divine dragon seems to place much faith in you.”


      “Naturally,” Lardon replied. “In terms of magic alone, he has long surpassed human limits.”


      “Why... Frankly, I’m quite envious. It must feel invigorating to receive such high praise where it matters most to you.”


      To that, Lardon just chuckled.


      Sheila’s clone looked at her with a raised brow. “What is it?”


      “Ah, I believe it is often said that the grass is always greener on the other side...” Lardon met her perplexed look with a smirk. “Think nothing of it. Now that you know what to do, I shall leave the rest to you.”


      “Sure thing.” I nodded as Lardon returned within me. Her presence felt still and withdrawn, like it always did once she’d said her piece and decided to sit back in silence.


      I faced Sheila’s clone again. “First, let’s decide what kind of sword you...” I trailed off, rethinking. “I guess the appearance doesn’t matter. I’ll try making a prototype first.”


      She nodded. “Very well.”


      I summoned my item box and took out the alloy I just recently made for that “vessel” plan—the one we set aside after talking about how big my soul had gotten.


      “What is that?” asked Sheila’s clone.


      “Just a little something I made for Dyphon and Paithon. I was thinking that they might be better off with a vessel like Lardon, but they don’t want to hang around together inside me, so...”


      “I see...”


      “But now, I’ll use this to make a sword. And then inside it will be—Covenant Summoning: Liam!”


      A figure completely identical to me manifested before us.


      “It’s your clone,” she noted.


      “Yep. He’s a little different from you, though, because I used Covenant Summoning.”


      “Hmm... If I recall correctly, that spell lets the clone draw upon the same source as the original...”


      I nodded. “Yep.”


      Covenant Summoning was based off of Contract Summoning. At first, I’d intended for it to be an upgrade, but in practice they both had their own pros and cons. Now, I saw them as two unique spells.


      “With Contract Summoning, my clone can only use the mana I initially poured into the spell, and we don’t influence one another.”


      “If I recall correctly,” Sheila’s clone said, “Covenant Summoning allows your clone to draw from the same mana pool, and if one uses it all up, you will both run out of steam.”


      “Exactly.”


      “This time, you will use Covenant Summoning?”


      “Uh-huh. For this.” I handed the alloy to my clone. He took it and stared at Sheila. “We’ll shape that into a sword and let my clone possess it, turning it into a weapon with a sentient will—a magic sword, in essence. And its power—”


      “—will always be yours,” she finished, wide-eyed.


      “Liamblade, the magic sword that grants the wielder the Monster King’s power... I know that Lardon wanted me to make this, but I’m still not entirely sure as to why.” I stared at her, waiting for her input.


      Lardon already withdrew from this conversation not just because she knew that I’d pick up on what needed to be done magically, but also because she could count on Sheila’s clone picking up on the rest. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have left both the magic and nonmagic aspects of this plan unexplained.


      My read turned out to hit the mark—Sheila’s clone answered me right away.


      “The humans will tremble in horror, and their fear of you shall be directed to me as well.”


      “Really? Guess it’s worth making, then.”


      “While we’re at it, may I make an additional request?”


      “What is it?”


      “I would like for there to be some change in my appearance whenever I wield this sword in battle. The color of my hair and eyes should suffice. I simply want to appear as a human who has been ‘devoured’ by the magic sword.”


      I hummed. “All right...”


      “Is it possible?”


      “Easily.”


      Sheila’s clone gave me a few more ideas, helping me finalize the plan for the Liamblade.
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      Sheila’s clone and I stepped into Another World, stood around twenty meters apart, and faced one another.


      “Shall I begin?” she asked.


      “Go ahead.”


      Sheila’s clone drew a sword from her scabbard. It was ordinary, as far as blades went—the type you’d even see discounted at a weapons shop.


      She swung it down by her side as if whipping blood off the blade, unleashing some power through the gesture. Simultaneously, I felt myself lose some mana. This meant that my clone inside that sword—the prototype Liamblade—was working as intended.


      At the same time, Sheila’s clone underwent a physical transformation. Her beautiful long hair was dyed into a bright red as it fluttered in the breeze, while her stunningly clear eyes now gleamed in a bloodred hue.


      “Haaah!”


      With a spirited war cry, she kicked the ground and closed the twenty-meter gap between us in the blink of an eye. Her cold blade traveled at an arc faster than I could follow.


      “Urgh... Shield!”


      I immediately cast as many layers of Absolute Magic Shield and Absolute Force Shield as I could. Next thing I knew, I was assaulted by an ear-piercing explosion—the cacophony of all my glass-like barriers being shattered. Sheila had cut through all of them in an instant.


      Forgoing the aria, I followed up with a barrage of spells. “Magic Missile, forty-one rounds!”


      Sheila’s clone reacted immediately. With a flourish, she stabbed her sword into the ground, then chanted the exact same spell. “Forty-one rounds!”


      More explosions filled the air. Two swarms of seemingly countless magical arrows had just clashed. Being the exact same spells, cast by essentially the same person—me and my clone in the blade—naturally, they canceled each other out.


      But Sheila’s clone wouldn’t just let things end in a draw.


      “There’s more where that came from!” She cast the spell once more, with the exact same number.


      “Urgh!” This time, I evaded them by taking to the sky.


      The magical arrows landed where I was just moments ago, producing explosions much duller than the midair collisions from before. The ground rattled and rumbled until our surroundings were shrouded in a cloud of dust.


      Then, I heard Sheila’s clone.


      “Amelia!”


      A large sun-patterned magic circle expanded at my feet, and suddenly my body felt extremely heavy.


      “Emilia!”


      Next to emerge was a moon-patterned magic circle, and I felt my mind turn hazy.


      “Claudia!”


      The third magic...circle...


      It...worked...


      Maybe...


      “Haaaaah!”


      Slowly...


      ...gradually...


      ...the world...came into focus.


      The haze blanketing my mind cleared up bit by bit. Eventually, I was able to take stock of my surroundings. I was still inside the empty space of Another World. And there, under my feet, were three dazzling magic circles, each designed after the sun, the moon, and the stars.
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      These were the three spells I created for the Liamblade, characterized by visually striking magic circles just like Sheila’s Crimson Rose. We couldn’t come up with anything special for their appearance, so we just settled for something standard like the sun, moon, and stars. This set of spells sabotaged the target’s battle capabilities by eroding their abilities and consciousness. Sheila’s clone had proposed it—apparently, it suited the image of a Monster King, the enemy of humanity.


      In any case, these spells had worked on me. No surprise there, since I’d cast it myself—through my clone, at least.


      But...


      “Sheila?”


      No answer came. Nobody was around me. All I could see was an expanse of empty floor, upon which the Liamblade lay abandoned and unsheathed. Its wielder was nowhere to be seen.


      “Sheila...?”


      I tried calling her again, but no dice.


      Lardon’s voice cut through the silence. “Well, that was an interesting show.”


      “Huh? Oh, right. I guess you saw what happened.”


      “I did. I bore witness to the clash between an unstoppable force and an immovable object, so to speak. Thanks to that, I got to see a rare, idiotic look on your face.”


      That’s not so rare, though, is it? Bah, whatever. “More importantly, what happened to Sheila?”


      “She was annihilated.”


      “What?!” I wasn’t expecting such a...morbid answer.


      “At the end of the day, she is but a human—and a clone, at that. She failed to withstand your power and burst apart.”


      “What?! W-Wow... That’s...” I guess that made sense...? “Should I weaken it a bit, then?”


      “I would say no. There is no sword more befitting the Monster King than one that overwhelms any human wielders.”


      “Well, okay...” Sure, Lardon had a point, but I wouldn’t want to blast the real Sheila to smithereens like I did her clone.


      “I see no need to impose a limit. We can simply trust your clone inside the sword to control his power.”


      “Oh, that’s true.”


      Lardon and I were in agreement. Though it had “annihilated” Sheila, the Liamblade was shaping up very well.
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      The next day, I called Scarlet and Bruno to the palace. They entered the parlor room with curious looks on their faces.


      “I want both of your thoughts on this matter,” I told them. “What do you think should be done for certain victory against Jamille and Quistador?”


      Scarlet and Bruno looked at one another, then said in perfect unison, “I believe you should personally annihilate the enemy.”


      “Um... Besides that, please.” Well, at least they seemed certain of my victory... “I want this to be Sheila’s war. I can help backstage, but she has to do the fighting up front.”


      Scarlet hummed. “In that case...”


      “Food supplies...would be a good place to start,” Bruno suggested.


      “What do you mean?”


      “I agree with Lord Bruno,” Scarlet said.


      “You do? Is it that important?”


      “As they say, nothing can be done on an empty stomach,” Bruno explained. “It’s an old adage. In fact, it is so recognized as fact that every country and era has had its own similar saying.”


      I nodded in understanding.


      “Keeping the soldiers fed is the bare minimum. From there, giving them warm food is a bonus, as is ensuring they do not get sick.”


      “Some preserved foods last long yet cannot be eaten safely without proper processing. A prime example is rice that is dried after cooking.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes. Getting a sick stomach will deplete their stamina and even spread disease to the other soldiers.”


      “Hence, having a stable source of food supplies to keep the soldiers well-fed and healthy is a top priority.”


      Bruno and Scarlet took turns speaking, bouncing off of each other’s statements in agreement, as they explained to me the importance of good food supplies.


      “In that sense, Your Majesty,” Bruno continued, “the dried instant noodles you invented are practically perfect as preserved food. They can be stored for extended periods of time and eaten warm.”


      “Oh, yeah...”


      “I agree,” Scarlet said. “Above all, one only needs to boil it to make it edible, and anyone can do that. Though it hurts that it needs quite the volume of water.”


      “Is that a bad thing?”


      “It is difficult to transport water,” she explained.


      “Oh...” Yeah, that made sense to me.


      I understood that water was a precious commodity in war—some battles had even been lost due to a lack of it. I had personal experience—from my past life—as to how hard it could be to transport too. My instant noodles needed a lot of water; it wasn’t an issue on any other day, but it was a different story in war.


      “So, basically... We need food that can be preserved for a long time and easily be warmed up to eat.”


      “I can tell you are set on tackling this problem, Master,” Scarlet said. “In that case, you must bear in mind that the food must be accessible without magic, as not many rank and file are capable of it. Even if they could, they would much rather use it on something else while on the battlefield.”


      “Oh, I see... I guess that’s another good thing about those instant noodles, huh?”


      “Indeed. Most people are capable of starting a fire and boiling water.”


      With a hum, I took a mental note of that new information and began to formulate something that would meet all those conditions.




      The following day, the same faces gathered once more in the same room—by my summons, of course. We were even seated the same way as we’d been yesterday.


      “Sorry for calling you both again so soon,” I told Scarlet and Bruno.


      Scarlet looked at me. “If you called us, then that must mean...”


      “Yep. I’ve got a prototype ready.”


      “Quick work as always, Your Majesty,” Bruno marveled.


      “I had been expecting as much from Master,” Scarlet preened.


      I felt a little bashful under all their praise. Brushing it off with an awkward smile, I went ahead and showed them two small boxes that fit snugly in my palms.


      “Is this it?” Scarlet asked.


      “Yeah. It’s still in its early stages, so I just crammed some cooked rice into a box.”


      Scarlet hummed. “And that means...”


      “The box itself is key, rather than its contents,” Bruno summarized.


      I nodded. “Exactly.”


      “May we open it?”


      “Sure. After I made it, I stored it in my dust box for an hour. It’s basically been preserved for an entire year now.”


      “Understood.”


      “If you will excuse us...”


      When Scarlet and Bruno opened the box, we heard a loud snap, followed by a confetti of mana particles. Inside the box was some hot and steamy white rice.


      “G-Goodness...!”


      “Look at the steam... Has this really been stored for a year?!”


      “Master, this is spectacular!”


      Together, they began singing praises of my newest invention.
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      At first glance, this new invention was a lot like a lunch box. A huge difference was that the food inside was still steaming hot. I’d personally never had a “warm lunch box” before, be it in this life or the last. After all, lunch boxes were made to store and carry food for later—nobody prepared a lunch box only to eat it right away, while it was still hot.


      A warm lunch box... I made it myself, but it still feels so strange.


      Oblivious to my inner thoughts, Scarlet and Bruno gave this one-year-old lunch box a taste test.


      “It’s...delicious.”


      “I find it hard to believe this was made yesterday—no, a year ago.”


      “Spectacular work, Master!”


      Clearly, they were impressed. Suffice to say, this test was a success.


      “Your Majesty, may I ask how you made this?”


      “I applied Time Stop to it.”


      Scarlet and Bruno looked at each other with furrowed brows.


      “Time...”


      “...Stop?”


      Their reactions puzzled me. What exactly had them confused? They should already know about that spell of mine. Or, could it be that they couldn’t understand why I’d used the spell?


      “You see, food spoils for many reasons, but it all boils down to the passage of time. So, I installed a downgrade of Time Stop to the box’s interior. Even with all my mana, I can only freeze the entire world’s time for a few seconds at most, but a box this small can be forever frozen in time as long as it stays closed. It works perfectly to maintain the food’s heat.”


      “N-No, that’s not it,” Scarlet said, looking rather troubled. Bruno seemed to react the same way.


      It’s not? What is it, then?


      We could only look at one another with growing confusion. Finally, Scarlet and Bruno nodded at one another, and Bruno stepped up to explain.


      “That was a splendid idea, Your Majesty, and this lunch box is a perfect product. It is even exceedingly easy to transport.”


      “So...what seems to be the problem?”


      “Well... I understand that it is a simple matter for you to cast a large-scale spell like Time Stop, but I’m afraid the same cannot be said for everyone else...” Bruno spoke slowly, as if observing my reaction. Though Scarlet wasn’t speaking, she seemed to be doing the same.


      “Hmm...” He made a very good point. The lunch box was a perfect invention, but it was difficult to create.


      “Master, I’ve heard that you are also creating a magic sword for Lady Sheila,” Scarlet said. “You only need to create one of that sword, so there is no issue with you dedicating your time and effort to craft it just once.”


      “However, this lunch box is a commodity that must be mass-produced. I believe this would typically be tasked to the dark elves...”


      Bruno trailed off, but I knew what he was getting at. Not much time had passed since the dark elves joined our ranks, but I already had a very solid grasp of their capabilities—naturally, since this was about magic—and I knew that even a downgraded Time Stop would be too much for them.


      “Right... This might not be the best.”


      Last time, I managed to supply a million arrows by myself, but I certainly couldn’t keep it up for a product that was consumed daily in large quantities. Scarlet and Bruno were right—it was a good invention, but not very practical in terms of production.


      “With Time Stop as the base... Ugh, it’s no use. No amount of optimization will make it craftable for the dark elves. I need to rethink this.”


      “By the way, Your Majesty...”


      “Hmm? What is it, Bruno?”


      “If you don’t mind me suggesting... I believe there may be no need to freeze time eternally.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “The purpose of this invention is to preserve food, yes?”


      “Well, that’s right.”


      “Unlike arts and crafts, for example, food supplies are meant to be consumed at some point. In that case—”


      “Oh, I get it! It only needs to be preserved for one—no, three years.” I nodded. “This should do it!”


      Thanks to Bruno’s advice, I could now revise this lunch box into something even the dark elves could craft. Instead of a container that froze time, it’d simply be a small box in which time flowed much slower.
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      A day later, I stood in the palace’s courtyard. Gathered in front of me were all the dark elves who had sought refuge in our country.


      “Sorry for the wait,” said Grace. “We were all busy practicing the spell.”


      “Any issues?”


      “None. We’re all eager for the chance to repay you for taking us in.”


      Just as she said, the dark elves behind her were looking exceedingly spirited. Their eyes, too, were shining with unbreakable resolve.


      “You really don’t have to force yourselves, though,” I told her.


      “We’re not. We all want to do this!” Grace insisted. The dark elves all nodded and murmured in agreement.


      Well, that’s a relief...


      Last night, I made the new spell into a gamebook and handed it to Grace. I detailed my request to her—that I wanted their help, and for that, they’d need to learn this new spell—and Grace agreed without hesitation. Now here they were, ready to lend their hands just one night later.


      “What do we do?” Grace asked.


      “Well, for starters...” I turned toward the palace. “Reina.”


      Reina stepped out with her fellow elven maids trailing behind her, pushing wagons with a few large barrels and hundreds of small cups, until they parked them right in front of me. “Will this suffice, Master?”


      “Yeah. Pour it all in while I explain things to them.”


      “Understood.” Reina and the elven maids began to fill the cups with the barrel’s contents.


      The dark elves watched them curiously. Grace sniffed and immediately picked up the sweet, mellow scent wafting through the air—one that even kids could recognize in a heartbeat. “Is that...apple juice?”


      “Yeah. Freshly made by the elves.” I gestured to the juice. “I want you to use the spell to preserve this juice. Then, we observe.”


      “All right. Let’s get to work, everyone.”


      With Grace’s signal, the dark elves began preserving all the apple juice prepared by the elven maids. In no time, all the cups had been stored into boxes.


      “Will this do?” Grace asked.


      “Yeah. It’s perfect.”


      The dark elves beamed at my praise before eagerly continuing their work. I continued watching over them and keeping count. Once we reached three hundred, I called out to them.


      “Let’s stop here.”


      “Is this enough?” Grace asked.


      “I want to test some things out.” I summoned my dust box. “Help me pile it all in here.”


      “Leave it to us.”


      The dark elves stopped me from helping and did all the work themselves. Soon, they loaded all the juice boxes inside, then they all turned to me with expectant gazes.


      “I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you...but they want your praise.”


      “Thanks, everyone. You’re a huge help.” Truth be told, I’d drawn a bit of a blank there, so I was grateful for Lardon’s little hint. All the dark elves looked pleased by my praise.


      Reina approached me. “What now, Master?”


      Turning toward her, I could see the same expectant look on most of the elven maids—including Reina, though she was a bit less obvious about it.


      “You guys helped a ton too. Thanks,” I told them. “For now, we wait for the results.”


      “The results...?”


      “Yeah. In this dust box, a year passes by each day, which means a day passes in around four minutes. We made around three hundred, so I plan to take one out every four minutes. In other words—”


      “We can observe their condition per day,” Reina finished.


      “Exactly.”


      “Spectacular work, Master.”


      After that, understanding dawned on the dark elves’ expressions. “Wow...” one of them murmured. “You can even save time this way. Incredible.”


      I shrugged. “It’s been a while since I’ve done something like this. I just hope it goes well.”


      And so, we waited. There were around a hundred elven maids and dark elves together in total, and all of them waited with me. Just as planned, I took out one juice box every four minutes and opened them up to check the contents.


      The reason we were doing this with juice was simple—it was easy to tell when it went bad, both from the smell and appearance. It was also easy to make beforehand and easy to deal with afterward.


      By the seventh box, the dark elves quietly celebrated that the juice was still, well, juice. It meant that the spell was doing exactly what we needed of it.


      However, their celebration didn’t last for long.


      “O-Oh no...”


      Once an hour had passed in real time—which equated to three weeks in the dust box—all the juices had gone bad.
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      “Let me take a few more out to see just how many have gone bad.”


      Forgoing the original plan, I retrieved the juice boxes in succession and opened them all up... Every last one had already gone bad. What was once a sweet and fragrant apple juice had turned into a dark foul-smelling liquid.


      “That’s...enough.” Grace’s shoulders sagged in dejection. The dark elves behind her scowled bitterly, downcast from the series of spoiled juice boxes.


      “What’s the matter?” I asked them.


      “We... We can’t even do our job right...”


      “Says who?”


      They all whipped their heads up. “Huh?”


      “Anyway, I want you all to make another two boxes each. Don’t stress over it—just do it exactly as you did earlier.”


      “Okay...” Grace turned around and swept her gaze across her fellow dark elves. It seemed my reassurance didn’t get through to them, as they were clearly blazing with resolve.


      They really don’t need to worry. In fact, I’d prefer if they didn’t... Ah, well. I shrugged it off and decided to just watch them work.


      With the help of the elven maids, the dark elves each prepared two cups of juice and stored them into boxes.


      “We’re done.”


      “Thanks. Now let’s store them into my dust box again. Reina?”


      “Understood.”


      The elven maids sprung into action, gathering all the juice boxes and stowing them away into my dust box. Once again, it was a waiting game.


      “All right... Two weeks should have passed by now. I’m gonna take half out.” I hauled half of the juice boxes out, opened up one of the magical containers, and took a peek inside. “All good.”


      The dark elves collectively breathed sighs of relief. Then, we waited some more.


      “That’s one week. Let’s check again.” Rinse and repeat—I took the boxes out and looked inside. This time, they had all gone bad.


      The dark elves turned glum once more. They were going through a whole whirlwind of emotions. Some of them even seemed to be turning pale, with Grace taking it the worst because of her heavy sense of responsibility and determination.


      Taking pity on them, Reina sighed and told me, “Master, you must explain yourself. Some of them might actually start to take ill.”


      “Huh? Oh, I guess so.”


      “E-Explain?” Grace asked, looking a little desperate.


      “I was just confirming my earlier results,” I told her. “The first time, I was just taking out all the boxes without much thought, right? But then we’d have no idea if any of them were actually failures. That’s why after that, I had everyone make the same number of boxes, before taking them out after two weeks, and then three. The result? Two weeks was fine, but three wasn’t. In conclusion...”


      The dark elves gulped, awaiting my words with bated breath.


      “The spell is a success. Its effects just last two to three weeks.” We could still narrow down the specific period of effectivity, but that could wait for later. At present, this general range was good enough. “Basically, you guys didn’t fail.”


      Once again, the dark elves sighed in relief. The elven maids watched them with warm and fond gazes.


      “But...” Grace bit her lip. “Weren’t we supposed to make it last for a year or so?”


      Unfortunately, Grace—dutiful as ever—seemed to have taken this in a bad way.


      “Well, yeah...”


      “We got nowhere close... I’m so ashamed.”


      Aaand now the dark elves were down in the dumps again.


      Well, Grace wasn’t wrong. It was a failure—a failure on my part, that is. All the dark elves did was learn a spell I made, and the fact that their results were consistent meant that the spell was functioning as it should. From here, it was my turn to change and remake the spell until it was ready. Unfortunately, the dark elves were just so eager to repay me that they ended up feeling responsible for it.


      “You took us in and protected us all, yet we can hardly repay you... This is too disgraceful.”


      “You’re reading too deep into— Huh?”


      Something she said caught my attention. I wasn’t sure what it was just yet, but this sensation was familiar to me—I was on the cusp of a breakthrough! I couldn’t let it slip past my fingers. I submerged myself into my thoughts and rewound my entire conversation with Grace in my head.


      “Wh-What’s going on?”


      “Master is doing what he’s best at.”


      “What...?”


      “Watch closely. You may take pride in the fact that you paved the way for his inspiration.”


      I could hear the elves conversing around me, but my mind registered none of it. Finally, after spending a while with my thoughts, I reached a flash of inspiration.


      “That’s it! We just have to protect them!” I whipped my head up—when did I even look down?—and met the dark elves’ startled gazes. “Could you make me another batch?”


      “O-Of course.”


      For the third time today, the dark elves made another batch of juice boxes and neatly stacked them up like a pile of bricks for a house. They stared at it, gazes narrowed and dubious, as I cast the same spell—storing the juice boxes into another box.
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      “Master... What purpose does this serve?” Reina asked.


      Judging by their expressions, the rest of the elves were just as lost, but I was sure a brief explanation was all they’d need.


      “It’s simple. When storing food, you usually put it in a container—like a pot, right? And when you want to store it for longer, you put the pot away on a shelf or even dig a hole for it in the ground. Isn’t that right?”


      “Yes... Oh!”


      Unlike the recently evolved dark elves, the elven maids were quick to catch on. They’d had a long time to accumulate experience both as elves and maids.


      “Um... Could you elaborate?” Grace asked.


      I hummed, thinking of how else to explain it. “This example is kind of the opposite, but here goes... You know how it’s warmer indoors during the winter, right? But it could still get chilly inside, and it makes you crawl into a blanket, doesn’t it?”


      “Oh... Well, yes.”


      “Basically, you ward off the cold with layers. The same goes for food.”


      The pot analogy fits the best, but that didn’t get through to them... Hopefully, this one does.


      “So, you took our boxes and...?”


      “Yeah. Why don’t we see for ourselves?”


      As I spoke, I hauled the new batch of juice boxes into the dust box. Then, we spent some more time waiting.


      “It should be around two months by now...” Honestly, I wasn’t very confident in my estimate. It was easy to measure day by day like I did earlier, but two full months was kind of a huge jump.


      “You are correct, Master,” Reina reassured me.


      “Were you keeping track?”


      “Just in case.”


      “Wow. Thanks, Reina. What would I do without you?”


      “I’m honored.” Reina bowed deeply. The elven maids stared at her in envy from behind.


      “All right. Let’s take a look.”


      I took out the “two-month-old” juice boxes. They look exactly the same on the outside...


      I heard the dark elves gulp nervously, and I could understand why. Our earlier experiments proved that the outer appearance had little to do with whether the contents had gone bad. It was plenty possible that spoiled juice was waiting for us inside these containers.


      “It’s been a couple of months inside. If we did this test with the juice from before, they definitely would’ve gone bad by now...” I slowly undid the outer container, then the inner layer, and took out a cup of apple juice and gave it a whiff. Then, I brought it to my lips and took a sip.


      I heard Grace gasp, an undertone of concern in her voice.


      “Yum. It’s all good.”


      “Really?”


      “Yeah. See for yourselves.”


      The dark elves complied; they opened up a few boxes and did the same as I did—gave it a whiff, studied the color, and slowly took a sip.


      “I-It tastes fine...”


      “It’s not spoiled...”


      A wave of relief washed over the dark elves—only to soon be put to a halt by Grace’s anxious voice.


      “B-But isn’t this only because you cast the spell too...?”


      The dark elves collectively gasped and turned glum again.


      “Not at all,” I told her. “I’m grateful, really. In fact, this discovery will definitely help me a lot moving forward.”


      “H-How so?”


      “See, for this project, I was supposed to use a lot of mana to repeat the same task hundreds, maybe even thousands of times. Now I only need to do the finishing touches, which uses significantly less mana, and it’s all thanks to you. Sure, I still need to help with the process, but now it takes just a...thousandth as much energy and time! Roughly speaking, of course. So yeah, you guys are a huge help. Thank you.”


      “O-Oh... That’s good then, I suppose...” Grace and the dark elves looked relieved and happy.


      From there, the dark elves took the responsibility of storing food into these magical containers. Then, once they’d stacked up about a thousand or ten thousand of them, I would come in and wrap them all up into another container myself.


      With that, we settled the whole preserved food issue—but what we did here wouldn’t just be limited to preserving food. I could use the same idea of using a two-step process elsewhere too! Excitement silently bubbled within me. The dark elves had given me a much bigger inspiration than they could possibly imagine.
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      A few days later, Bruno dropped by again. Together, we made our way to the storehouse on the outskirts of town, where the dark elves had stocked up ten thousand boxes of food supplies over the past few days. They were piled up by the hundreds, which I then packed up into an outer container. We had about a hundred of those bigger containers in this storehouse in total now.


      I took one and opened it up for Bruno to see. He carefully took out a single piece of freshly baked bread. “G-Goodness... It’s still warm, and it smells fresh out of the oven...!”


      “The bread was baked by the elves, then packaged by the dark elves. I just stored them in bundles afterward.”


      Bruno looked exceedingly impressed—moved, even—after hearing about our production process. “You mean to say that you preserved a hundred packages with just a single spell?”


      “Right.”


      “How ingenious...”


      “Well, Bruno? Will this work?”


      “Perfectly, I believe. How splendid that it requires only the bare minimum effort from you... Ah!”


      “What is it?”


      “Pardon me... How long does the preservation last?” Bruno asked hesitantly. “I would just like to confirm, as your familiars handle the packaging instead of you, Your Majesty.”


      “Oh, that? It didn’t last very long at first, but after we made this arrangement... Using Lardon’s words, having me in charge of the finishing touches put the dark elves at ease, so now it can be preserved for much longer.”


      “It stands to reason.” Bruno nodded. “Surely, nothing is more reassuring than knowing you have their back.”


      “Anyway, as for the storage period...” We’d run a few more tests after the dark elves were more “at ease,” as Lardon had put it. “Roughly speaking, the double layer keeps it freshly baked for a year, sufficiently delicious for three, and safely edible for ten.”


      “To summarize... It is best consumed within three years and expires in ten.”


      “Guess so.” I shrugged. I wasn’t so sure how to segregate between “best by” and “expiration.” Anyway, I was sure I could trust Bruno’s judgment on this.


      “Wow... Also...” Bruno looked at the bread in his hands. It had been cooling rapidly since he took it out of the packaging. “One doesn’t need magic to use this.”


      “Right. I worked on that a bit too—made sure it didn’t take any more effort to open it than an ordinary pouch.”


      “I am truly at a loss for words, Your Majesty. Truth be told, even a spell as simple as Item Box would have sufficed. Preserved foods that can be used even by those unversed in magic... What a profound invention.”


      “Is it that amazing?”


      “If I were to put it in your words...” Bruno hummed. “It is as if the miraculous power of magic has been bestowed upon those unable to wield it.”


      My eyes grew wide. “That... That is amazing.”


      My life before becoming Liam flitted through my mind. To be blessed with the miraculous power of magic despite being unable to wield it... I had no idea I’d made something so incredible. I could feel just how great it was, because I knew what life was like back when I could only dream of all this.


      Silence fell between us as I basked in this realization. After a while, I realized that Bruno had been staring at me.


      “What’s the matter, Bruno?”


      Bruno gasped. “My sincerest apologies! I was just thinking that your magic has paved the path to a new stage...”


      I tilted my head. “What stage?”


      “For example, your last biggest invention, the Liamnet... While incredible, it can only be used with a certain level of magic proficiency. Now, that is changing. Your recent endeavors have been benefiting even those unversed in magic, such as the magical arrows you created, even though they are only usable in battle.”


      “Really?”


      “Allow me to think... Your Majesty, how long do you think rice grains can be preserved with this method?”


      “Rice grains? As in, uncooked rice? Hmm... Easily a hundred years, maybe... Oh!”


      Bruno nodded. “Rice is already easy to preserve, but it is still susceptible to humidity, spoilage, and infestations. Even stored perfectly, it can only last a few years—ten at most.”


      “But this method can make it last a century... I see...” Having lived a past life, I knew that being able to store rice for a century could go a long way in tiding people and settlements through periods of bad harvests and disasters. “Actually... This would also protect the rice from floods.”


      “Aha, of course. Another spectacular benefit... Truly a marvelous invention.” Bruno nodded. “Your Majesty, this was made to be shared with only Lady Sheila, correct?”


      “Yeah.”


      “That would leave little to be desired in terms of food supplies and disaster prevention in her nation. Victory is inevitable, even in a long-term war.”


      “Ohh...” Though I hadn’t seen any of this coming, I felt great that this was all working out perfectly.
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      By the time I finished my business involving the food supplies and made my way back to the palace, the sun was already setting beyond the horizon. My mind was still filled with thoughts as I crossed the threshold into the palace and an elven maid approached to welcome me.


      “Welcome back, Master. Lady Amelia has come to see you.”


      “What? Amelia?” I stopped in my tracks, abandoning my plan to head straight for my room. “Hmm... She doesn’t usually come to see me herself. Where is she?”


      “We’ve escorted her to a parlor room.”


      “Got it. Oh, bring us some tea in a bit—the best ones we have, from Bruno.”


      “It shall be done.”


      I parted ways with the elven maid and headed for the parlor room. Of course, our palace had several, but we didn’t often see multiple guests at once. Typically, only one of them saw any use.


      When I entered the room, Amelia rose from the couch to greet me. “Your Majesty.”


      “What’s the matter, Amelia? Oh, and please, sit.” I gestured to the couch, urging her to sit again, though she only complied once she saw me take a seat as well.


      “Actually, I’ve made a new song... I would like you to hear it.”


      “Wow, a new song? I’d love to hear it!”


      Amelia flushed as her lips loosened into a smile. Happy that I responded to her request so eagerly, she wasted no time rising to her feet, resting a hand on her chest and steadying her breathing.


      Huh? What about her zither...?


      With neither instrument nor accompaniment, Amelia began to sing—and her voice was like a whack straight to the top of my head. The opening was so powerful, it made me physically reel for a moment. An accompaniment probably would’ve only gotten in the way. Still, I recovered quickly, springing forward and leaning in to listen.


      It was a shorter song than before—nowhere near the recording limit of the downgraded Phonograph even—but it was the best piece I’d heard to date.


      As I basked in the beautiful afterglow of her song, I found myself clapping. “Wow... That was incredible, Amelia. I’ve never heard anything like it.”


      Amelia hung her head, blushing. She looked caught between happy and bashful. “Thank you very much...”


      “I really can’t praise you enough. That was the best song you’ve ever performed.”


      “Y-You flatter me...”


      “Did something happen? Ah, I mean... I know nothing about music, but it’s just... It feels like you’re on a whole other level or something, like you’ve broken past a wall.”


      “It’s nothing so grand. I just...” Amelia paused, finding her words. “You take such good care of me, Your Majesty, and I think of you always. Now, I have more time to work on my new songs.”


      “Hmm... Okay...?” Was that all it took to make a good song?


      “You could also make a new spell if you dedicate your entire day to it, yes?” Lardon pointed out, sounding unusually exasperated.


      “Oh...” Yeah, I could definitely do just that if I worked at it from morning till night. Amelia was way more talented at singing than I was, so it made sense that she could make such a good song. It was so obvious—I could totally see why Lardon sounded so exasperated.


      Oddly, though, her continued silence also looked like it was out of exasperation...


      “In any case,” Amelia continued, “I’m glad that the song is to your liking, Your Majesty.”


      “You’re glad...”


      “Hmm? Is something the matter?”


      “Oh, nothing... I just had a thought.” Honestly, this wasn’t something I should say to Amelia, but now might be my best chance. “Amelia, is there anything you want?”


      “What...?”


      “You see, I just feel like I’ve been burdening the dark elves too much recently.”


      I shared the recent happenings with Amelia—how I decided to offer weapons and food supplies to Sheila, how I invented a new spell for the dark elves to use, and how they ended up shouldering the mass production too.


      “When it comes to magic, I always get so restless—like I just wanna jump straight into action. Especially when the idea’s still fresh in my mind! But later on, I worry that I’d caused trouble for others... This happens all the time, but I still can’t help myself in the moment.” I sighed. “I try to keep it in mind, but I think this is just how I am. The least I can do is offer something as an apology afterward. On my way back, I’ve been thinking of what I could give them... I mean, I know it’d be best if I could just stop, but...”


      After just quietly listening to me this whole time, Amelia suddenly giggled. And her smile...somehow reminded me of Lardon’s.


      I stared at her in shock. “Huh?”


      “My mother told me something long ago. She said that men who get immersed in their work are wonderful.” Her smile widened. “I’d say that perfectly describes you, Your Majesty. Wonderful...and charming.”


      “Oh...” I muttered, my heart nearly skipping a beat.
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      “But regarding your question, Your Majesty,” Amelia continued. “I hear that the dark elves are all women.”


      “Huh? Oh, yeah. They are.”


      “I cannot claim for certain that this will work, but women typically adore flowers.”


      “Flowers...” I heard about that too, though I never understood the reason behind it. “Why flowers?”


      “The main reason would be because they are beautiful. Of course, they serve no practical purpose, but they do wonders for one’s mood.” Amelia wore a gentle smile. “Although they wither after a few days despite being fairly costly.”


      “Well, yeah... They’re plants.”


      “Beautiful, yet useless and quick to wither... In a way, they are more luxurious purchases than gems and jewels.”


      “I see what you mean... You get to keep a gem as long as it stays intact, even pawn it for funds during emergencies.”


      “Indeed. I hear that trousseau and engagement gifts are given to brides as a sort of emergency fund, though it depends on each region’s culture and customs,” Lardon added.


      The more I understood how valuable gems were, the more luxurious it appeared to spend money on something that just withered away like flowers. But at the same time... “I feel like I understand better now why flowers make them happy.”


      “Though I cannot say for certain, you are unlikely to go wrong with flowers.”


      “All right, then. I’ll go with that.”


      “A good choice.”


      “Hmm, that being said...” I knit my eyebrows and groaned.


      Amelia looked at me in surprise. “Is something else the matter?”


      “Oh, uh... I just don’t know which flowers are pretty.”


      “In that case, why not order some from Lord Bruno, and tell him they are gifts for women?”


      “Huh?”


      “Huh?” Amelia stared back at me, parroting my surprise. “D-Did I say something strange?”


      “Oh, no, not at all. I was thinking of making some myself... It never came to me to order some from Bruno.”


      Amelia looked even more confused now. “Making some yourself...? You mean...making flowers?”


      “Yeah. If I just wanted ordinary flowers, then sure, I could order them from Bruno. But I figured they’d be happier with even prettier ones... Am I wrong, though? Maybe simple flowers are best...?” I was starting to get worried, especially after Amelia’s reaction. After all, I knew next to nothing about flowers. What if flowers were best given in their plainest form? That was sometimes the case for magic too.


      Amelia stared at me for a moment, dumbfounded, before she placed a hand over her mouth and giggled. “A splendid idea, Your Majesty.”


      “Oh... You mean...?”


      “I believe they would be thrilled with flowers you made yourself... If it were me...” Amelia trailed off, her voice too quiet to make out anymore.


      Anyway, it seemed like this would make them happy. “So, can I make them myself?”


      “Of course.”


      “Okay... I wonder what’d be good?” I was relieved to hear that it wasn’t a bad idea, but that didn’t solve the issue of what exactly I should make.


      “I am certain they would love anything you make, Your Majesty. However...” Amelia hummed. “As a gift for women, roses are always a good choice.”


      “Oh, I guess so.” I knew about that too. “Roses...” They reminded me of Sheila. “Crimson Rose... Would that color do?”


      “Like Lady Sheila’s? A crimson rose is certainly a good choice. It is much more vibrant than ordinary roses. I think it’s wonderful. Or...” Amelia narrowed her eyes. “A color never before seen on a rose.”


      “Never before seen...? Ah... That’s true. I’m already making it from scratch anyway.”


      “Moreover, crimson roses do suit Lady Sheila, but the same cannot always be said for other ladies.”


      “I have to think of that too...?”


      “That would be wise.”


      “Hmm...” What a pickle. Picking a color that suited them all... This just got a lot more difficult all of a sudden.


      Lardon chuckled. “You could simply ask them what they desire. Though I suspect that may be equally difficult.”


      I grimaced. “Yeah...”


      “If you cannot ask directly, then what about with magic? With mind manipulation magic, you could easily learn what they desire.”


      “But that’s— Oh!” I gasped. “Of course! Why didn’t I think of that?”


      Lardon’s teasing actually gave me a huge hint!
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      Amelia smiled. “An idea already, Your Majesty? I’m not surprised.”


      “It’s thanks to Lardon. I think... Yeah. I think this should work.”


      “Can I help you in any way?”


      “Well, this is about magic, so I’m— Ah, wait.” I met Amelia’s gaze. “Could you sing that song for me again?”


      “Gladly.” Despite the sudden request, Amelia accepted in a heartbeat.


      With a deep breath, her smile settled into a neutral expression. Then, she closed her eyes and began to sing. Her voice was as powerful and melodious as I remembered, washing over me and filling my chest with energy.


      I chanted an aria to pull up my mana even further. I grabbed the energy welling up from deep within, leaving nothing untapped.


      “Two hundred...and fifty-one!”


      With this double boost, I crafted a new spell in record speed. I stared down at my hand, desperately suppressing the urge to whoop. Amelia was still singing—I didn’t want to interrupt her. Now, I just had to listen till the end.


      Once Amelia finished her song, she slowly opened her eyes.


      “Ah...” The moment our gazes met, her cheeks flushed. “Since when have you been...?”


      “Sorry... I felt like I shouldn’t interrupt you.”


      She bashfully hung her head. “Thank you...”


      At the very least, she didn’t seem offended. I wanted to say something, but I was tongue-tied.


      Lardon chuckled.


      “Wh-What?” I whispered.


      “I was simply imagining how your enemies would react to seeing you behave in such a manner,” she replied. “What kind of Monster King cannot even make a single woman his plaything?”


      I cocked my head. None of that really made sense to me, but I could tell that it was just her usual lighthearted teasing. I brushed it aside for now and decided to express my gratitude to Amelia first.


      “That’s my line, Amelia. Thank you for helping me make a spell in half the time.”


      “I’m glad to be of help. Um... What kind of spell did you make?”


      “Ah, right. Give me a second.”


      I opened up my item box and felt around until I found just what I was rummaging for—a fruit about as big as my palm. I pulled it out and held it up for Amelia to see.


      “What is that?” she asked, eyeing it curiously.


      “You see...” To demonstrate, I opened up the fruit to reveal several seeds inside. They were quite large, easily taking up half of my palm, while the fruit flesh took up the remaining half. “These are rose seeds.”


      “Really? I never would have imagined.”


      “Me neither. I originally thought that roses grew from plant bulbs, until I recently did some research out of curiosity from Sheila’s Crimson Rose.”


      “They actually look like large grapes.” Amelia hummed. “Will you plant these?”


      With a nod, I pinched and pried open one of the seeds, then set the rest aside. This was where I cast my new spell—the seed budded, grew, and blossomed in quick succession. A perfectly grown white rose now rested in my hand, and it had taken no more than a minute.


      Amelia stared in disbelief. “Wow... It turned into a flower so quickly.”


      “Here.” I gave it to her.


      “Is this for me?”


      “Yes, it is.”


      “Thank you very much...”


      Her cheeks turned red again. As Amelia had said, girls liked flowers, and it seemed she was no exception. She smiled warmly at the rose in her hand—but then it was replaced with shock.


      From its base, the white rose in her hand slowly turned blue.


      She stared at it widely. “This is...”


      “The color of the flower will change to best suit the first person who picks it up. Hmm... I’m not sure how to explain it. I guess you could call it the color of their soul?” I shrugged. “Basically, it will adapt a unique color just for the recipient.”


      “Wow...” Amelia happily cradled the blue rose close to her chest. “I’m certain they will love it.”


      “You think so?”


      I breathed a sigh of relief at Amelia’s approval.
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      By now, our city had over a hundred dark elves. I gathered them all in the palace’s courtyard and handed them each a white rose, all of which began changing colors as soon as they received them.


      “Wow... It’s beautiful...”


      Everyone was moved by their gifts, their expressions painted in genuine joy. Once I got through them all, it was finally Grace’s turn. She was shaping up to be the undisputed leader of the dark elves, like Chris was for the wolfmen and Reina for the elves.


      “And last but not least...” I turned to Grace and handed her a rose. “Here you are.”


      “Th-Thank you.”


      She’d been watching her fellow dark elves receive their gifts one by one this entire time. Come her turn, she steadied herself with a few deep breaths before accepting. She still looked a little nervous, even as she watched the rose turn—


      “It’s...still white?”


      For some reason, the rose hadn’t changed color. Grace had been eager to see what it would turn out, so she looked especially startled. Her shock gradually morphed into panic and anxiety. She turned to me and asked, “Um, what’s this...?”


      Unfortunately, I had no clear answer for her. “A dud, maybe? Try this.” I handed her one of the extras I’d prepared on the off chance that I messed up. I thought I’d made them all perfectly, but it just went to show that you could never be too confident.


      Grace accepted the white rose, but once again it remained unchanged.


      “Why...?” She stared at the flower like she wanted to cry.


      At this point, the other dark elves took notice that something was amiss. They pried their blissful gazes from their own flowers and turned to Grace in confusion.


      “What’s going on?”


      “Grace’s rose is still white?”


      “What? Why didn’t it change into her color?”


      They each voiced the questions that were already swirling in our heads.


      Grace hung her head. “Am I...not good enough?”


      “There’s no such thing,” I told her. “To make this spell, I referenced the other spell that diagnoses a person’s aptitude. It’s not a matter of good or bad—something should change.”


      “Th-Then...!”


      Grace knew about that spell because she’d personally used it, so she also knew that this one should have reacted to her too. This situation was only getting more confusing by the second.


      “Hmm... I see. So that’s how it is.”


      “You figured it out, Lardon?!” I immediately bit into Lardon’s comment.


      Her insight would basically be a divine revelation to us right now. The dark elves—who were finally growing accustomed to our sudden conversations—waited with bated breaths.


      “Humans identify colors rather crudely. You call them white, black, red, blue, or yellow, but they still come in different shades, correct? In particular, white comes in many kinds. We dragons can differentiate two thousand types of whites.”


      “T-Two thousand?!”


      Lardon chuckled. “Why so shocked? Dragons have sharper senses than humans, no?”


      “Oh... I guess they do.” When she put it that way, it really made sense. It wasn’t so weird to think that dragons could see more than humans.


      “Wait. In that case...” I paused in thought, then whipped my head to Grace. “Grace!”


      “Y-Yes?”


      “Stay still, okay?”


      “Huh? Oh, sure...” Grace set aside her confusion and chose to trust me. She nodded, telling me to go right ahead.


      I took another rose and cast a spell. “Organ Change... Bah. Might as well cast it on everyone!”


      I decided to rope everyone else into the spell too. Magical light streamed from my hands, wrapping everyone in its glow before swooping into their eyes. They were all too stunned to do more than blink in place.


      “Ah!”


      Grace’s voice snapped everyone back to attention. It sounded like a yelp, with a giddy undertone to it. She was looking between the white roses in her hand and mine. Eventually, her shocked expression melted into a happy smile.


      “What was that spell?”


      “A transformation spell of sorts. Instead of transforming their entire bodies, though, I applied it to just their eyes—to make them like those of a dragon.”


      “Oh? So they can see as I do?”


      “Yeah.”


      As I spoke with Lardon, the other dark elves finally began to notice the difference between the two roses as well. Just like Grace, they looked between the two and burst into excitement. I couldn’t see it for myself since I only cast the spell on them, but I trusted Lardon’s word for it.


      “Our leader’s white is so beautiful...”


      “I wish I got such a wonderful gift too...”


      “Hey, don’t forget that our king is just showing us our leader’s true nature by color. That beautiful shade of white still came from her.”


      The dark elves chatted giddily among themselves, happy for Grace and jealous at the same time. All the while, Grace was just staring at her own flower—her own shade of white—as tears of joy trailed down her cheeks.
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      The afternoon sun stretched shadows over the palace courtyard. I’d just met up with one other person who had dropped by out of nowhere—Dyphon. She was staring at the rose I was offering her.


      “So, I just hold this... Then what?”


      “That’s all. It’ll just change color. See?”


      Just seconds after Dyphon held the rose, the snow-white petals turned into a striking shade of pink. “You were right, darling. This is incredible! I didn’t know you could do this!”


      “Well, yeah.”


      “So, I’m pink... Does this mean anything?” Though her voice was as bright as ever, Dyphon’s hands were careful as she preciously cradled her pink rose to her chest.


      “Not really. I didn’t make any specifications.”


      “Oh... I guess it just follows the law of nature, then.”


      “The law of nature...?”


      “Mm-hmm! Black and white give off very different impressions, right? That’s not just something humans decided on; nature itself dictates that through phenomena.”


      “I see... So, does pink mean anything?”


      “It does, but...” Dyphon tilted her head. “I’m not too knowledgeable on this topic.”


      I guess I couldn’t blame her. Though she was unlike Lardon on the surface—bright and spirited like a teenage girl—they were still the same on the most fundamental level. They had a vast pool of knowledge, but in turn knew little of the things that didn’t draw their interest.


      “Pink, pink, pink... Hmm, what was it again? Eh, whatever.” It only took Dyphon a few seconds to shrug it off. That was very much like her. It had me wondering if this carefree spirit was what pink signified. “Say, darling, could I ask for a little favor?”


      “A favor? Sure. What is it?”


      “This pink rose will just wilt soon, but I don’t want that. Could you help?”


      “You mean, you want me to stop it from wilting?”


      “Uh-huh! Also, I want to keep it with me at all times.”


      So she wanted to keep the rose in its current appearance and within her sight at all times. Storing it in an item box would fix the first problem, but the second... I guess she wants to display it like a memento. I get that.


      “Please, darling?” Dyphon stuck out her bottom lip and looked up at me with blatant puppy eyes.


      Her request didn’t bother me in the slightest. I gave it some thought and soon nodded. “Yeah. I think we can do that.”


      “Really? You’re the best!”


      “Could you make it float? I need it in the air, not touching anything.”


      “Sure thing!” With a full-faced smile, Dyphon did exactly as I requested.


      The rose was now levitating atop her upward facing palms.


      “Amelia Emilia Claudia...” I boosted my mana with an aria before casting the spell. Light enveloped the pink rose before being sucked into the flower.


      “Is it done?” she asked.


      “Yep.”


      “It doesn’t look any different... What did you do?”


      “I made use of our recent food preservation project,” I explained. “Made a thin layer over the rose and cast Time Stop beneath it.”


      “Wow! You can use Time Stop so freely? That’s incredible!”


      “Now, it can last centuries. It’s weak to outside force, though, so be careful.”


      “I’ve got that covered.” Dyphon’s lips curled into a grin. It looked so pure and innocent that it actually gave me chills. “No humans in this world can lay a finger on my belongings.”


      “Ah, right... Of course.” Divine dragons were leagues above ordinary humans. It was hard to imagine anyone getting their hands on something she treasured.


      “Oh, but of course you’re an exception, darling,” she added with a wink. “What’s mine is always yours. I’d gladly give you anything.”


      “I don’t need the world, okay?”


      Dyphon puffed up her cheeks. “Aw. Shut down before I could even offer it.” Her frank expressiveness was honestly very cute. “Are you sure? Aren’t you letting that little lass do it?”


      “Little lass... Who?” Dyphon herself was a little lass—physically, at least—but somehow it didn’t feel weird at all for her to use that term on someone else.


      “The one you made a magic sword for.”


      “Oh, Sheila?” I shrugged. “That’s a different case.”


      “How so?”


      “You’re talking about taking the world and handing it to me, right?”


      “Of course.”


      “Well, Sheila wants it for herself.” Specifically, she just wanted the country, but anyway... “Dyphon, do you want the world?”


      “Nuh-uh. Not interested.”


      “Figures.”


      “Hmm... Oh well. Guess that’s that.” Dyphon shrugged.


      I blinked. “Oh.”


      “What’s the matter, darling?”


      “I felt my mana get depleted by quite a bit... Sheila’s getting started.”




      At the city of Horibssa on the outskirts of Quistador Kingdom, a thousand-strong Partan army led by Sheila was on standby.


      “You called that...a fortress city, right?”


      “Correct.”


      I—the real Liam’s clone inside the Liamblade—was accompanying her, speaking directly to her mind like Lardon always did with the original me.


      “What now?”


      “We start with fireworks,” Sheila said confidently. “Until now, you have been utilizing a policy of nonaggressive defense, allowing you to simply brush off the sparks of conflict. However, this shall be the Liamblade’s maiden battle. We ought to make it a flashy one—simple yet eye-catching.”


      “Ah, okay.”


      “Your power, if I may?”


      “Sure. Use as much as you need.”


      Sheila unsheathed me and swung me down her side in one quick motion, almost like a whip. Power emanated from her figure, and her hair was slowly dyed black. This was all for show—to make it look like she’d been devoured by the Monster King’s power.


      Somehow, being in this vessel made me more sensitive to things I normally wouldn’t pick up on with just my five senses. One of those was the wave of tension that washed over all one thousand of Sheila’s soldiers.


      Their commander, however, was unfazed. She advanced, her stride steady and confident.


      The soldiers atop the city walls—which, in a fortress city, also served as ramparts—began to move hectically the moment they caught sight of her. Eventually, Sheila came to a stop just outside of enemy firing range and raised the Liamblade high in the air with both hands.


      “This single blow...shall change the course of history itself!”


      With a spirited declaration, she swung the Liamblade down.


      As Liam’s clone, I could use the exact same powers as my original self. I manifested my maximum output—without an aria, though—and poured it all into a singular massive slash.


      The front gate was instantly blasted away. The stunned exclamations of Sheila’s soldiers and the horrified screams of Horibssa’s mingled in the air.


      “All forces—charge!”


      The flying castle gate signaled the beginning of the battle, followed by Sheila’s booming command and her thousand-strong army charging in behind her. Just as she’d declared, tales of her singular strike would be passed down to later generations as a turning point in history.


   






    
      .383


      Relieved of their front gate, soldiers poured out of the fortress and out into the open, where they began charging at Sheila’s troops with a war cry. Blindsided by the invasion, they didn’t even have a semblance of a formation.


      Sheila, clad in a befitting white armored dress, personally led the charge against the enemy forces. A black aura encased her body as her jet-black hair fluttered behind her. She mowed down the enemy vanguard with one swing of her blade—and so the clash between their two armies began.


      From there, chaos ensued. Soldiers tussled and skirmished, but Sheila alone forged ahead while slaying every obstacle in her way.


      “Is something wrong?”


      After mowing down another soldier with the Liamblade, she paused briefly to reply, “What do you mean?”


      “Your speed and power are one, two...three levels lower than usual. Not a single one of your attacks has been fatal.”


      For as long as I’d known her, Sheila had always been about speed. That hadn’t changed a bit even after we spent some time apart and she got her hands on Crimson Rose. It was her very own combat style—and now, I was seeing none of it. She was taking the time and effort to cut down each and every soldier. Not to mention that they had all been left alive, which should’ve been unthinkable given their difference in power.


      Sheila’s lips curled into an elegant smile. The pitch dark aura undulating around her gave it a chilling touch.


      “If I were to wield my full strength on this battlefield, then the number of surviving witnesses will be countable on one hand. However, it must be made clear that I am leading the charge as the Monster King’s minion.”


      A brave soldier lunged for Sheila, only to be parried and cut down in succession. Blood sprayed into the air, but once again the blow was hardly fatal.


      “Today, I shall kill none,” Sheila declared.


      “At all?!”


      “If I kill them, then that will be the end of it. At the moment, I need these soldiers”—Sheila cut down another—“to spread fearsome tales of my might.”


      So that was why she was holding back... I was genuinely impressed. In a war where forces clashed and soldiers fought, some might survive and others might escape, but intentionally letting your enemies live? Such a thing would never even cross my mind. But here, Sheila was doing just that, and with very good reason too.


      “Basically, you’re letting them take their fear home.”


      “Precisely.”


      “Let me help with that, then.”


      “With magic?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Then allow me to put on another show.”


      Sheila brandished the Liamblade with a grand, sweeping horizontal motion. It cut through the battlefield with a haunting howl and unleashed a merciless slash that sent enemy soldiers flying. Once her vicinity was cleared, she swept the blade back the way it came just as a magic circle expanded underfoot. It was rose-studded like Crimson Rose’s, but now jet-black to represent the Monster King’s power.


      Pitch black roses now adorned the battlefield as I—the Liamblade—chanted, “Amelia Emilia Claudia... Emotion Boost!”


      The effects were immediate—the soldiers’ faces warped with intense emotion.


      “What did the spell do?” Sheila asked.


      “It amplifies their current strongest emotion. For example, it would turn a slight shock into a deathly fright.”


      “I see...” Sheila smiled. “Your assistance is much appreciated.”


      With that, she swiveled back to the enemy forces. Their budding fear for Sheila had been boosted to grander proportions with my spell. Now, her gaze alone caused some soldiers to buckle on their knees and some to flee in a frenzy. None of them wanted to face the “Monster King’s minion” any longer.


      But Sheila wasn’t about to just let them go. She made sure to leave each and every one of them with some pain and agony to carry with them.


      Not half an hour later, the battle fizzled to an end. Sheila spent the entire skirmish at the very front of the vanguard. Her blade hadn’t reaped a single soul, yet still it carved irreversible trauma into every enemy soldier’s heart.
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      Sheila’s army leisurely marched into now-deserted Horibssa. Past the battered gate were empty streets, with not a single soul in sight. The heat of the battle still lingered in the air, so it didn’t feel like an abandoned settlement, but somehow that only made it even more eerie.


      “Is there really nobody left...?”


      “I certainly hope so. Let us confirm.” Sheila ordered her nearby soldiers to search the city. As she watched them move out, Sheila herself was left with little to do and seemed a little idle.


      “Come to think of it, what kind of sophistry did you use to invade this time?”


      “Sophistry?”


      “Didn’t you tell me that nobles needed one, especially when starting a war?”


      “I certainly did... Do you really need me to tell you?”


      “Hmm?” She was talking as if I should’ve easily known. What could it be? I racked my brain, but no dice. “Sorry, I really have no clue.”


      Sheila hummed. “I thought this was basic enough... I seem to have underestimated your single-mindedness for magic.”


      “Yeah, seems like it.”


      “It’s simple.” Sheila raised me—the Liamblade—into the air.


      Some of the busy soldiers caught sight of Sheila and flinched. I couldn’t blame them. They couldn’t hear our conversation—actually, they didn’t even know we were talking—so in their eyes, Sheila had just suddenly held up her sword.


      Unfazed, Sheila simply continued, “Right now, I am the Monster King’s minion...am I not?”


      “Well, yeah...” I replied, wordlessly urging her to elaborate.


      “Pretexts are used by humans against humans, by nobles against nobles.”


      “Really?”


      “Of course. On the other hand, I need but one reason: Because I am the Monster King’s minion.”


      “Oh...” Is that how it works?


      “And that,” Sheila continued with a sly smile, “is my pretext.”


      Ack! She got me... “By the way, what are you up to now?”


      “Did you not hear me issue my orders earlier?”


      “I did...but I’m wondering why you’re just standing around here.” I took a look around. Sheila’s soldiers were restlessly searching the deserted city for any people, whereas Sheila was just standing in the middle of the street. “They haven’t officially surrendered yet. Why not check out the government offices?”


      “Indeed, that’s the first place you occupy in an invasion.”


      “Right?” I was relieved to know that I wasn’t wrong, but it also begged the question: Why hadn’t Sheila done just that?


      “You see—”


      “Your Royal Highness!” A soldier rushed over and got down on one knee. “We have found some residents in hiding. How shall we proceed?”


      “Expel them in the direction the guards of this city have fled.”


      “Understood!” The soldier bowed before rushing back to where he came from.


      “Not taking them prisoner?”


      “No,” Sheila breezily replied. “Have I not already told you my goal?”


      “Your goal...? Hmm...” I drew a blank—but only for a second. It hadn’t been long since she told me, after all. “Oh, right. Spreading fear.”


      “Correct, and so taking them prisoner is out of the question. We must burn this fearsome sight into the back of their eyelids and carve it into their hearts so they may carry it with them to wherever they flee.”


      “All right. I get it.” That said, I still had another question in mind. “That’d mean chasing out all of this city’s residents, right?”


      “That is my intent, yes.”


      “Now, I could definitely be wrong about this, but wouldn’t it be hard to run a city like that?”


      Though I founded my own nation and became the king, I knew next to nothing about governance. After all, I didn’t do any of the governing myself. All I did was develop the land; everything else was left to Scarlet, Reina, and the rest. Lardon would pipe in every now and then to give some advice, but that was about it.


      Despite that, I could still tell that a city without people was bad news.


      “It would certainly be unthinkable on an ordinary occasion.”


      “So, are you sure it’s okay?”


      “Yes. Because I have no intention of governing at all.”


      “What? Even though you invaded?”


      Sheila nodded. “May I ask for another favor?”


      “Huh? Well, sure, if it’s something I can do...”


      “I am certain it is. In fact, this should be child’s play to you.” Sheila wore a bright smile as she said, “I would like you to erase Horibssa off the face of the world.”
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      “Erase it?” I echoed, puzzled by the unexpected request.


      “Yes. Would that prove difficult?”


      “Not really, but why? You went through all this trouble to get your hands on it.”


      “Horibssa is no ordinary city. It was made as a strategic frontline fortress. Here, there are no businesses and industries save for those dealing with the stationed soldiers.”


      “Really? I didn’t know cities could function like that.”


      “They certainly can. There is little benefit to occupying these kinds of bases. Once we advance our invasion, this city will become our rear and lose all its value.”


      “Oh... It only had worth because the national border remained unchanged for a long time,” I realized.


      “Precisely,” Sheila answered. “If we truly wanted, we could derive some worth from it.”


      “Oh? Like...?”


      “As a frontline fortress, it must have excellent food storage facilities in case of a siege. We could use this as a place to store supplies before distributing them to the front lines as needed,” Sheila explained. “However, with your new spell, we can now store food anywhere. That leaves this city with one last use.”


      “Which is...?”


      “To instill fear.”


      “Ah. Of course.”


      It all tied in with Sheila’s goal. From letting the enemy troops live to releasing the hidden residents, everything she’d done was to feed them fear and let them spread it far and wide. This must also be the reason behind her request.


      “You always have your eyes on the prize,” I mused.


      “As do you.”


      “Lardon said the same thing.”


      Sheila chuckled. “I suppose we are birds of a feather, then.”


      “Guess we are,” I agreed, laughing. “Anyway, want me to get right to it?”


      “Yes, please. While the fleeing soldiers are still within sight. We must make it a sight they’ll remember at every waking moment.”


      “Gotcha.” I chuckled. I shouldn’t have bothered asking when the answer was obvious. “In that case, let’s take to the skies.”


      “Hmm...?” Sheila blinked, baffled by my sudden proposition.




      I ascended the sky of Horibssa with Sheila in tow. From this high up, it was easy to see the movements of both enemy and ally troops. The former was still in the process of retreating, whereas the latter had withdrawn hundreds of meters away from Horibssa as per Sheila’s orders.


      “Your goal is to sow fear in them, right?”


      “Correct.”


      “Then let’s get started.”


      “Shall I be in charge of putting on a show, as always?”


      “Yes, please.”


      “Very well.” Sheila took in a deep breath before chanting her aria. “Jamille Parta Quistador...”


      A rose-patterned magic circle expanded until it was dozens of meters wide. All her spell did was deploy a massive magic circle, but the scale of it necessitated an aria for Sheila. At this size, it should be easily visible from afar, if the sudden chaos among the retreating enemy soldiers was any indication.


      “Amelia Emilia Claudia...” In the meantime, I siphoned mana from my main body through our connection, amplified it with my own aria, and unleashed the spell. “Banishing Blast!”
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      A black beam shot out of the magic circle and crashed against Horibssa below, causing a massive explosion to swallow up the area with smoke and fumes. The retreating soldiers in the distance froze completely.


      Eventually, the smoke cleared, revealing that the city once known as Horibssa had now been reduced to a large crater.


      Will this do?


      “Huh... I-It’s gone?” Sheila stuttered, dumbfounded.


      “What? Should I not have?” Her reaction was concerning. I thought I’d just done exactly as she’d requested. Could I have messed something up?


      “N-No, that’s not it...”


      “Then...?” Had I not been in the Liamblade, I would have cocked my head.


      “I simply hadn’t been expecting you to do it in a single blow,” Sheila explained. “It might have been deserted and damaged, but Horibssa was still a fortified city. I thought it would have taken a few attacks at least...”


      “Well, destroying is far easier than creating.” I spoke from experience, of course. I’d been doing a lot of the latter recently.


      Sheila let out a small breath. Her expression carried a conflicted mix of awe and exasperation. “Simply astounding... And I had to muster all my strength to blast the gate alone.”
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      “Your Royal Highness, a report!”


      Once the dust had settled—literally—a soldier rushed over to Sheila, got down on one knee, and bowed his head. It happened so fast, it almost looked like he’d slid into position. “We’ve spotted an army that appears to be Jamille’s approximately fifteen kilometers southwest.”


      “Oh my. So they wish to join the fray. Their numbers?”


      “From the scale of their banners, we approximate a little under a thousand.”


      “And their speed?”


      The soldier paused, hesitant. “They are currently unmoving and appear to be restlessly dispatching messages.”


      “Very well. Continue to monitor them. Report immediately if you notice any changes.”


      “Understood!” The soldier bowed before taking his leave.


      Sheila drew out a long hum.


      “Did you get anything from that?”


      “It appears our endeavor has bore fruit.” From her bright and beautiful smile, it was almost hard to imagine that she was talking about how we’d just eradicated an entire city. “Those are reinforcements from Jamille.”


      “Oh, right. They’re in cahoots now.”


      “To stand against you, yes. Then I waltzed in, raising an army in your name, and so they decided to hold a united front against me as well.”


      “Well, that explains the reinforcements. But why aren’t they moving?”


      “I suppose they are left with little purpose, given that the allies they came to reinforce were thoroughly annihilated.”


      “Ah, I see.” Yeah, that made a whole lot of sense to me.


      “Not only that, but the entire city’s destruction is clear as day. Though they’ve yet to grasp the extent of the losses, no doubt they must be in great disarray right now.” Sheila nodded. “They’re likely desperate for new intel and orders.”


      “So, we can just leave them be?”


      “Certainly. However...” Sheila hummed, stretching her lips into a cold smile. “The soldiers who fled were of the Quistador army, while those southwest are Jamille’s. I would like for them to bring some fear back home as well.”


      “Oh, yeah!”


      Sheila’s goal was not only to fight off her enemies but also to send them away alive to spread fear of her far and wide. In which case, terrorizing the Jamille army would go a long way.


      Sheila’s confident smile mellowed down into something more inquisitive. “Would you accompany me for a while longer?” She was probably asking for my help again.


      “Well, sure, but...” I hummed. “Shouldn’t we try a different method?”


      “Why?”


      “Huh?”


      “Hmm?”


      If I were in human form right now, Sheila and I would have been staring at one another in utter confusion. That said, our bewilderment was already clear from our voices.


      “Could you elaborate?” Sheila asked.


      “Well, you were surprised when I destroyed Horibssa, right? You didn’t think I could do something like that.”


      “Indeed, I was... I apologize. It was not my intent to belittle—”


      “No, that’s not what I meant,” I cut in. “Isn’t it scarier to see that your enemy is still capable of more than you thought?”


      Sheila gasped, then nodded. “That...is true.”


      Oh, thank goodness. Her reaction earlier had me worried that I was wrong. I was fairly confident about what I’d said, but that meant nothing when this was outside of my expertise and my first time dealing with this sort of situation. It would’ve been a different story if this was about magic, though. Fortunately, I was right after all.


      “In that case, let us take a different approach, as you suggest.”


      “Any ideas?”


      Sheila placed a finger on her cheek and hummed. Her lack of an immediate answer meant she had no clue, but knowing her, she’d rack her brain until she had one. I gave it a shot too, as pointless as it might seem.


      “We are now free from the confines of the city,” she began, “so I suppose we can take our time surrounding and prodding their encampment.”


      “So, a siege...”


      “Is something the matter?”


      “Well, that’s fine and all...” I trailed off, buying myself some time to collect my scattered thoughts. This would’ve come to me in a flash if it had been about magic.


      Thankfully, Sheila waited patiently for me. It took me around ten seconds to find the right words.


      “What if...you go alone?”


      “Alone...?”


      I nodded. “Wouldn’t it terrify them if you eradicate their encampment on your own?”
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      “Surrounding and annihilating the enemy by myself... That would typically be an impossible feat.” Sheila’s lips curled into a smirk. “If I could manage that, then what a terrifying ordeal that would be indeed.”


      “Right?” It was great to have Sheila’s approval. I’d already thought of a few ways to make it work with magic, but I couldn’t judge if it was actually doable. “In that case, we’ve got two things on the agenda.”


      “Oh? And what are those?”


      “First is to make a spell for me to cast on whoever you cut down. It should fit their image of me as the Monster King.”


      “Do I not need to cast the spell?”


      “Not this time.”


      “Very well. And the second?”


      “To prepare something that’ll help you fight for an extended period of time. There are almost a thousand of them, right?”


      In response, Sheila wore a bright smile and said, “Then it appears you have one item on your agenda.”


      “No? I have two.”


      “It’s just one.”


      Sheila and I stared at one another. Well, I was a sword, so our gazes weren’t actually locked, but that was what it felt like.


      After a while, I finally understood what she meant. “Oh... One it is, then.”


      “Indeed,” she replied breezily.


      To her, facing a thousand-strong army didn’t even call for extra measures. Once again, I was made to realize how impressive Sheila was.




      Sheila waited with her army in the ruins of Horibssa while I whipped up the spell. She spent her time receiving her subordinates’ reports and dishing out orders until finally, an hour later, I was finished.


      She took me—the Liamblade—in hand, dyeing her hair a glossy black. Her subordinates were noticeably startled by her sudden change in appearance, but none made any comment. She walked away, taking some distance as her hair fluttered behind her.


      “Thank you for waiting,” she told me once we were finally alone.


      “Why’d you change your appearance?”


      “To ward off any interruptions to our conversation,” she answered. “I took inspiration from you and Lord Lardon. Though, these men have only recently become my subordinates, so I opted for a blatant, visible hint.”


      “Oh, I see...”


      “In any case...” Sheila paused, her gaze dragging to the distance—in the direction Jamille’s army was approaching from. The dust they’d kicked up on their way here had settled now that they’d halted their advance, making their banners much easier to see. “Have you finished the spell?”


      “Yeah, it’s done.”


      “Wonderful. What kind of spell is it?”


      “Hmm... It’d probably be faster to just show you.”


      “Then you may cast it on me.”


      “Huh? Really?” I was actually planning on having one of Sheila’s subordinates to help. I never thought she’d volunteer herself.


      “Of course. It’s safest that way. They do not know you, nor would they understand what’s been done to them. All we will do is subject them to uncontrollable fear, and I certainly do not want to force that onto my soldiers.”


      “Fear...?”


      “Yes. Is something the matter?”


      I fell deep into thought, and Sheila let me. After some time organizing my thoughts, I said, “Sorry, I’m gonna rework the spell.” I figured she already knew, but it didn’t hurt to tell her anyway.


      Without asking any further, she just smiled and reverted her hair to its original color. “Go right ahead.”




      Come evening, Sheila took me in hand and headed toward Jamille’s army by herself. I was already unsheathed and her hair dyed jet-black, fluttering along with the breeze at a steady rhythm.


      Sheila’s lone approach sent a wave of agitation through Jamille’s army. This was clear to me, now that my limited senses were sharper than ever in this form, and I couldn’t blame them. It was a jarring sight to watch the enemy general charge in alone, and with such slow and leisurely steps at that.


      The moment Sheila entered within range, an arrow flew at her. She parried with a horizontal swing, then kicked the ground and charged in. Only then did the uncertainty and disbelief shrouding Jamille’s army erupt into full-blown panic.


      Sheila’s black hair swayed in the air as she cut down her first victim. The soldier desperately thrust out his spear, only for his weapon to be promptly sliced along with his flesh. Once again, blood sprayed but the wound was far from fatal—Sheila was staying true to her objective, which was to send them home alive and afraid.


      Naturally, she didn’t stop there. She slithered into the enemy forces, taking them down one after the other. However, the initial panic soon settled, and the enemy recalled that they had numbers on their side. They moved to surround Sheila—but their composure didn’t last long.


      “Argh! Wh-What are you doing? Stop that!”


      A scream tore through the air—it came from the direction Sheila had just charged through. I turned my full attention that way, while Sheila gave it no more than a glance.


      The first soldier that Sheila had cut down...was now attacking his allies.


      “N-No! I swear my body’s just moving on its— Ahhh!”


      Worse yet, he was fully conscious despite his lack of control over his own body. Unable to retaliate, his allies fell to his blade one after the other. It became a one-sided slaughter.


      “S-Stop!”


      “I’m trying! I really am!”


      “Aaaargh!”


      One after the other, the soldiers felled by Sheila’s blade rose to their feet and lunged at their allies. It was like they’d all succumbed to an infectious disease that stole their own bodies from them. They couldn’t understand what had been done to them, and that further fueled their growing fear.


      Sheila took the chance to escape the chaotic battlefield and run along the perimeter of the enemy formation, cutting down soldiers along the way. In her wake, soldiers rose to their feet and began assaulting their allies. By the time she completed a full lap, the “infected” soldiers were now surrounding the rest.


      Only then did Sheila leap back into the fray and start a second lap.


      By then, she was the last thing on the soldiers’ minds. She brandished her sword and danced across the battlefield, leaving a trail of blood and destruction. She fought like it was second nature to her.


      With the chaos spreading like wildfire, it didn’t even take an hour for nearly a thousand soldiers to be quelled.


   






    
      .388


      Once the battle came to an end, Sheila observed the now-suppressed Jamille army from a distance. As she stood there, bathed in her enemy’s blood, I couldn’t help but find her beautiful.


      As for the army... After falling by Sheila’s blade, succumbing to my spell, and fighting among one another, they now collectively stood still. Their eyes were lifeless and limbs unmoving. My spell compelled the target to attack any uncontrolled person within range while ignoring fellow puppets. Now that they were all puppets, they had lost their purpose and could only stand still.


      A short and thoughtful silence passed before Sheila cast her gaze to me. “You have my thanks.”


      “Are you happy with how it turned out?”


      “Very. I give the outcome ninety-nine points.”


      “Ninety-nine? Why am I short one? What happened to the last point?”


      “The most ideal outcome would have been for all of them to survive, but alas, some deaths came about the chaos.” Sheila giggled. “But I suppose that was inevitable from the onset. Allow me to revise my score to a perfect hundred.”


      “I see...”


      Sheila was as particular as always. Her goal was for the enemy to spread as much fear as they possibly could. To that end, she hadn’t killed a single soul. Even if there was absolutely nothing wrong with killing enemies on the battlefield, all she cared about was keeping them alive so they could run back with terrifying stories to tell.


      Unfortunately, under my spell, some soldiers ended up killing each other anyway. Some died by the blades of their hypnotized allies, while others retaliated and ended the puppets with their own hands. Not even my spell could control them that perfectly; Sheila knew that she was practically nitpicking, hence why she had kindly revised her assessment in the end.


      “What shall I do now?”


      “Huh?” I blinked. Sheila’s voice dragged me out of my thoughts. “Oh, um... They’ll go back to normal after some time—in order, not all at once. That’s scarier, right?”


      “I see you had it all planned out. Impressive.”


      “It was just an afterthought,” I dismissed with a huff. “Mind control magic already works like that. I was thinking of rectifying that discrepancy, but I eventually figured it was best to leave it as is.”


      “Rectifying it...? Then, could you make it last forever?”


      “With a bit of time, sure.”


      “Goodness me.” Sheila spun on her heel, a content smile tugging on her lips. She must’ve been picturing it—the first soldier returning to his senses, only to find a sea of his mindless allies.


      Her homeward steps were much more leisurely than her inward charge.


      “Any plans on doing this again next time?”


      “No. This was no more than a prelude, and humans acclimate to fear. The next battle must come with greater, more impactful fear. However...” She paused. “Fear does not rise infinitely. At some point, there is a limit. I could repeat this once or twice, but I do need to formulate a proper strategy soon.”


      “Will you start massacring them?”


      “No.” Sheila smirked. “I will make them wish I had.”


      “What?”


      “Are you familiar with human wars?”


      “Not at all.” My response was quick and confident. That was how clueless I was to the matter.


      “If you look at wars—rather, the battles that comprise them—most come to an end even before half of the soldiers are wounded.”


      “Why?”


      “When someone is wounded, others pitch in to save them and bring them back to the rear for treatment. With half of the soldiers injured, there are little hands left to take up combat.”


      “Oh... I get it!” I felt like I should’ve known that... This was eye-opening.


      “Magic can heal wounds, but war brings about gruesome injuries. There are very few mages who can promptly bring every soldier back to full health. Ultimately, the number of available personnel is whittled down proportionally to the number of casualties. And...”


      “And...?”


      Sheila’s expression warped bitterly. “Battles end once casualties comprise fifty percent of the army. However, if the soldiers are only severely wounded at most, then they only need to comprise thirty percent for the battle to end.”


      “Hmm...?” I tried to wrap my head around her explanation, but I wasn’t quite understanding.


      “It’s simple, really. Casualties include deaths, and soldiers cannot afford to spare time or energy on corpses—no matter if they were once allies.”


      “Oh... And that’s why they won’t have to step out of battle.”


      “Precisely. Bluntly put, corpses are baggage. However, if their ally is only wounded...”


      “Then they’ll want to save them... I see. It makes a lot of sense.”


      “Hence, the ideal is to ensure that every enemy is only severely wounded at most.”


      “Wow...” Sheila was absolutely right. Having people on verge of death was far more efficient than straight-up killing them. I was really impressed by her insight. “Oh, I get it!”


      “Hmm? What is it?”


      “Since the desire to save one’s allies is innate to humans, it won’t whittle down like fear.”


      “That is correct.”


      “In that case...” I hummed. “I’ve got an idea.”


      “Oh my...” Sheila smirked. “I had a feeling you would say that.”


   






    
      Stuck on Her Mind


      Sheila Austrom stared blankly at a door. Elbows on the desk and fingers interlocked, she rested her chin on them as the sunlight from the window bathed her back.


      Suddenly, two knocks sounded from the door. It was lavishly designed, befitting the master’s study in a noble’s mansion. The door opened slowly and quietly, revealing an elderly butler. He shut the door behind him and bowed deeply toward Sheila.


      “My apologies for disturbing you.”


      The greeting was respectful and orthodox. Typically, Sheila was to reply so he could continue, but only silence came. The butler could not raise his head; the best he could do was glance up slightly for a quick peek.


      Sheila sat as still as the moment he’d entered—dazed, with her chin on her hands. Though unfocused, her gaze was wholly directed toward the door, which had not only opened but also welcomed another person into the room. Yet somehow, she didn’t seem to have noticed.


      “Master...?”


      The butler reluctantly called out, his head still bowed. When no response came once again, he finally straightened his back and directly met her gaze.


      “Master.”


      He tried again, but to no avail.


      “Milady!”


      Finally, Sheila gasped. “Wh-Who goes there?! Oh... It’s just you, Gallow. Goodness, what’s gotten into you, walking in without knocking?”


      The butler, Gallow, swallowed all the words he wanted to say, instead taking his master’s rebuke in stride. “My apologies,” he said simply.


      “So, what brings you here? Has someone sent another appeal?”


      “Ah... I am afraid not, Master.” The elderly butler responded slowly, abiding by the traditional rule of never bluntly negating one’s lord. “It is about your magic sword, Crimson Rose.”


      “What about it?”


      “The servants say it is rampaging, and that they cannot suppress it.”


      “Very well.”


      No longer was her gaze distant and unfocused. With a task at hand, she promptly rose to her feet and strutted out of her study, her steps confident and oozing with poise. The elderly butler wordlessly followed behind her.


      As they proceeded down the hallway, the noise from the other end grew louder and louder, until they reached a crowd of a dozen or so panicked servants all congesting the path.


      “Ah! Master—”


      “Make way.”


      By Sheila’s command, the servants parted to form a path, allowing her confident steps to take her into the source of the chaos—an ordinary and unassuming room, with a single sword stabbed into the floor at the center.


      Its shadow stretched and warped, almost as if it were alive, as it bound and strangled one of the maids. Her face was contorted in anguish, her hands desperately grasping the shadows and her legs flailing in panic, but to no avail—the shadows were far stronger.


      “Again?” Sheila stared at the sword in annoyance.


      Noticing the new presence, the blade pulsated with an ominous dark red glow, releasing the maid in one beat and stretching toward Sheila with the next. Clearly, it had found a new target. Some servants shrieked in horror, while others could not even muster their voices and could only watch in fear.


      However, Sheila simply swatted the reaching shadow with her hand. “Do not test my patience,” she said indifferently.


      Quick as always, she swooped in and whipped a kick at the sword, dislodging the blade from the floor. It spun through the air before crashing through the wall and outside the room.


      Sheila gave chase, meeting it in midair and giving it another kick to the ground. The sword shot straight down and crashed into the garden outside the mansion, causing the soil beneath to depress.


      In a last-ditch effort, the sword mustered a rose-patterned magic circle, but Sheila gave it no time to act—she closed in once more and stomped hard on the sword, shattering the incomplete magic circle.


      “It appears someone needs to be reminded of where they stand.”


      Her cold gaze and chilling words rained down on the sword like a death sentence.




      Some time later, Sheila returned to her study—alone and dazed, with her chin on her hands and her thoughts wandering aimlessly. It was hard to believe that she had suppressed a rampaging magic sword twice just a few minutes ago.


      The thoughts filling her mind were those of Liam Hamilton. The boy whom she’d met not long ago and had left Sheila with a great shock. The boy who had won the divine dragon’s favor and built up a nation of monsters. Her time with him had been short, but it was a weighty experience nonetheless. The few memories she had of him burned fiercely, searing themselves into her mind and churning endlessly within her thoughts. By the time she’d realized it, she had spent an entire day just thinking of Liam.


      Sheila was neither a shy little girl nor a reclusive young lady. When something caught her interest, she would go out to get it herself. That was just the type of woman she was. This time, her thoughts had festered and reached a boiling point, bringing her to one clear conclusion.


      “I must see him again.”


      Whenever Sheila took action, she took action with everything she had—whether to deal with a rampaging sword...or for a boy who had piqued her curiosity. From there, her thoughts wandered further, until they strayed to...more whimsical territory too.


      “But it would be so drab to simply knock on his front door...” Sheila hummed. “Come to think of it, I heard of a spell that will burn the paper once all the text is read... Aha!”


      Sheila slammed her hands on the desk and bolted up to her feet. Gone was her dazed and distant expression. She looked like an entirely new person already.


   






    
      Afterword


      Light novels are written by humans to depict human lives.


      Hello, everyone! It’s nice to meet you, or maybe it’s “long time no see” for some? I’m Nazuna Miki, a Taiwanese light novel author. I sincerely thank you for picking up a copy of I’m a Noble on the Brink of Ruin, So I Might as Well Try Mastering Magic: Volume 10.


      Thanks to everyone’s support, we’ve managed to safely publish the tenth book. Reaching a double digit number of volumes is the stuff of dreams. The longest-running light novel series I’ve ever published had nine volumes. Needless to say, I am equally thankful for that, but I couldn’t help but feel like I’d failed to overcome that final, looming wall right before the double digits.


      But this time, thanks to everyone’s support for I’m a Noble on the Brink of Ruin, So I Might as Well Try Mastering Magic, I finally managed to get past that wall and reach the tenth volume. Once again, you have my gratitude.


      Finally, some words of thanks:


      To Kabotya the illustrator, thank you as always!


      To my editor and TO Books, thank you so very much for helping me achieve my dream of reaching the tenth volume! Thank you, thank you!


      And to everyone who picked up a copy of this volume, you have my most heartfelt gratitude.


      I now set my pen down while praying that this volume will sell well so I can bring you the next one too.


      Sincerely,


      Nazuna, November 2024
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