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  Prologue


   


  ABOUT six months had passed since Duke Jordan’s attack as part of his plan to kill Prince Eric.


  I, Sophia Victorino, was attending a banquet in the royal palace of Ronaudia in my capacity as Prince Eric’s fiancée. He was the party’s host.


  “Do you think the anti-royalist nobles will ever stop groveling so much?” he asked me.


  The defeat of Duke Jordan had weakened the anti-royalist faction. By being the one to subjugate Duke Jordan and taking full control over what transpired after, Prince Eric had proven he deserved to be called a genius. Duke Jordan had been at the head of the Three Great Dukes, and his treason had left the nobles feeling uneasy. None of the nobility were standing against the royal family now. 


  What would happen to the Kingdom of Ronaudia?


  Prince Eric overlooked the crimes of the nobles who defected from the anti-royalist faction and announced he would not be conducting a purge in any way. This eliminated the nobles’ anxiety. The story of Prince Eric, a sixteen-year-old who took out the duke attempting to kill him, was intentionally spread far and wide to foreign countries as well to show how powerful Ronaudia was.


  No one doubted at this point that Prince Eric was going to be the next king. The nobles attending the banquet were scrambling over each other to pay the prince their respects. In the long line of nobles was even Cardinal Luis Patelier, a rival of the royal family, and he was on his best behavior—perhaps because he knew he was in a poor position.


  Standing next to Prince Eric was me, though pride was not what I felt most. I was keenly aware of how weak I was. His Highness didn’t need a trophy bride; he needed a strong partner who could walk beside him. I needed to work harder so that I could help him.


  There was another reason I wasn’t enjoying the banquet. In any normal situation, Arius would be here because he was the biggest contributor in the fight against Duke Jordan, but he wasn’t. I knew Arius hated the social scene, but he had started to come to high society banquets lately. There was no reason to think he hadn’t been invited to this banquet since it was hosted by Prince Eric. The two were close as well, so he wouldn’t have turned down an invitation. That meant something was preventing him from being here tonight.


  Arius hadn’t been to the Academy ever since we returned from the royal manor. He regularly skipped class, so I hadn’t worried at first, but nearly two weeks had passed, and he’d never been gone this long before. Prince Eric probably knew something about it, but he was busy tying up loose ends after the Duke Jordan incident, so we hadn’t had a chance to actually talk until today.


  I wanted to know as soon as possible why Arius was absent, but I had my duties as the prince’s fiancée to fulfill, so—


  “Your mind seems elsewhere,” Prince Eric said with his usual refreshing smile.


  “Your Highness… I’m sorry.”


  “I’m not criticizing you. You’re thinking about Arius, aren’t you?” he whispered as if he’d read my thoughts.


  He gave the ensemble of musicians waiting by the wall a look, and they began playing a piece. Then he took my hand and went to the center of the ballroom, where he pulled me close and started talking while dancing. No one would be able to overhear us this way.


  “I understand why you’re worried,” he continued. “I wish I could tell you he’s all right, but this is the one time I can’t, because I wouldn’t want to tell you something that might be untrue.”


  He did know what Arius was doing. And if he wasn’t certain Arius was all right, did that mean Arius was taking on something he might not be able to handle?


  “I didn’t want to say something and make you worry unnecessarily,” he confided, “but you have a right to know too.”


  It seemed my emotions were showing on my face. No one other than Prince Eric noticed, though, because there was no one nearby as we danced.


  “I can’t give you the specifics, but Arius went to battle in a place I can’t easily help him.”


  A place that not even Prince Eric could reach? I felt like worry was going to crush my heart. Because, to me, Arius was…a very good friend.


  “I am certain that Arius will win. I don’t have any reasoning to support that, but I believe in him,” Prince Eric said finally. He was always calm and logical. I’d never heard him say something like this before. I could tell from his expression that he truly did believe in Arius. “Can you believe in Arius and wait for him to come back?”


  “Yes, Your Highness. Thank you for letting me know.”


  I also believed in Arius. That was why my worry was so unbearable: I knew he would always put himself in dangerous situations if it meant protecting others.


  I had a duty as Prince Eric’s fiancée. There was nothing I could do for Arius, and I knew it.


  “Sophia, I knew you would say that, but— Never mind.” Prince Eric tried to say something else, but the music ended, and we returned to where the crowd of nobles was waiting for us.


  Thinking of Arius made my heart ache. I couldn’t tell anyone else what the prince had told me. It would only make them worry. Although Milia might guess the moment she saw my face. If that happened, I’d just tell her everything and say that I believed in Arius so that I wouldn’t make her worry.


  But what I really felt was… Oh, Arius, please come home soon!


   


   


   


  Chapter 1: The Power of the Demon King Alanis


   


  I was in a room with massive stone pillars holding up a ceiling more than 150 feet above my head. The royal palace of the demon country Guardial was almost as big as the one in an extreme-difficulty dungeon. 


  “Arius Gilberto. Since you’re here, why don’t we have ourselves a little match?”


  The woman speaking had glossy black hair and jet-black eyes, and her smooth, pale skin was clad in a black velvet dress. Objectively speaking, she was beautiful enough that she could chew up and spit out the protagonist of Love Academy. She was the Demon King Alanis Justia, and she was giving me an amused smile.


  She’d appeared out of nowhere while I was in the middle of fighting the hero, Abel, in Ishtobal Kingdom, then teleported me here to Guardial. She said she’d taken me with her because things would’ve been annoying for me if she’d left me there, but no matter how I looked at it, this seemed like the more annoying situation.


  It seemed a thousand pairs of eyes were staring at me. Each one of the demons gathered had massive amounts of mana, and there were a handful of them whose levels were over a thousand. To top it all off, Alanis wasn’t the only one whose level I couldn’t tell even with Evaluate. Obviously, she had already cast Teleport Jam.


  “Do I actually have a choice?” I asked back.


  “I don’t mind if you say no, but if a human wants their time in Guardial to be uneventful, they need to display their strength. Power is everything here, and let me warn you that you’ll need to come at me with everything you’ve got. I wouldn’t want to kill you.”


  Alanis’s massive, dense aura of mana expanded to fill the entire room.


  I knew she didn’t mean it as an indirect threat; the fact that I couldn’t determine her level with Evaluate meant her level was higher than mine. And that wasn’t the half of it, considering this insane mana of hers swallowed up the entire space. It was so overwhelming. The mana of the most powerful creature I’d ever fought couldn’t hold a candle to it, and that was the last boss of the fifth extreme-difficulty dungeon.


  And I’d be fighting someone that amazing? I couldn’t wait. You don’t get to fight someone that’s so much more incredibly powerful than you that often. I obviously wasn’t planning on going down easily.


  I pulled my black and blue swords from my Inventory. They were both drop items from the last boss of the fifth extreme-difficulty dungeon, the Gate to the Spirit Realm. They were the most powerful weapons I owned. My other equipment was my “serious mode” equipment, which I’d been wearing when I was fighting Abel.


  “All right, I won’t hold back then,” I told her.


  I cast several layers of Impenetrable Defense and focused my mana into my swords. I then launched off at my top speed, using a series of Short Teleports to keep my opponent from getting a lock on me as I closed in. I struck out twice with attacks that had the full force of my mana in them, but Alanis blocked them with a single finger.


  “I like the way you move,” she said as she unleashed a wave of mana. That alone was enough to shatter my Impenetrable Defenses and burn every inch of my body.


  I’d gotten used to monsters that could hurt you just by being near, but this level of power had to be against the rules.


  I put distance between us using a Short Teleport and recovered with Full Heal. The moment I put Impenetrable Defense back up, Alanis was up in my face.


  “You can do better than this, can’t you, Arius?” she purred. 


  The waves of mana coming from her broke my Impenetrable Defense instantly, and pain shot through my entire body. The only way to avoid the damage was to put distance between us, but casting long-range spells at her wasn’t going to work.


  I slipped in close while casting a continuous stream of Full Heal and Impenetrable Defense. I couldn’t keep that up for long because it severely burned through my mana, but it was my only option for going toe-to-toe with her.


  “I don’t know if I can live up to your expectations, but I will give you everything I’ve got!” I shouted. I sped up my swords, still healing myself while simultaneously taking damage, and struck her at a speed of once every hundredth of a second.


  “Keeping up that speed while attacking, defending, and healing at the same time, and still having the skill to put in feints? Arius, you are strong.” She still looked completely unfazed as she blocked all my attacks. She was so looking down on me and was still only emitting waves of mana—Alanis hadn’t made a single attack. “I respect your strength. Let’s move on to phase two.”


  As if she’d been reading my mind, she conjured up countless black spheres filled with roiling darkness. The mana levels my Scan picked up made me gulp. A direct hit from one of those would be an instant kill. But I found myself grinning. She actually had to try a bit!


  I dodged the focused fire of the black orbs using a Short Teleport, but Alanis anticipated that and launched them toward where I appeared. My mental processing intensified to the point where I thought I’d fry my brain as I quickly moved, casting a series of Short Teleports to dodge the black spheres. The problem was that there was no way to dodge the waves of mana coming off her.


  I blinked, and the space was suddenly filled with an insane number of black spheres. Alanis used the tiny remaining space to stay on my tail.


  It would all be over if I slipped up for even a fraction of a second. But while Alanis was advancing toward me, I had a wild grin.


  I can’t believe fighting someone overwhelmingly powerful is this fun!


  Continuing to heal myself while being burned, I further sped up my thinking and reaction time. I was already well past my limit. There was absolutely no chance I could win, but I still didn’t plan on giving up. I’d get Alanis with at least one hit!


  “To be entirely honest, I hadn’t expected you to last so long. You really are strong, Arius.”


  Before I knew it, I was on the floor, torn to shreds. I couldn’t move an inch, and it was surprising I was still alive. I couldn’t even heal with magic because my mana ran out.


  “Says…you. I didn’t…even land…one hit. You weren’t even…trying,” I groaned.


  She could have killed me at any point, and the only reason I was able to dodge was that she was pulling her punches. I’m not stupid enough not to understand that.


  “If you want to make me try, then you’re going to have to become even stronger,” she teased with an amused smile. “I know that I’m not like most others, but you’re not exactly normal either. Most people have an instinctual desire to survive that keeps them in check, but that instinct of yours is completely broken. Yet, there seems to be another you inside there, one who is logical and calculating, that keeps an eye on that exact point you can’t go past if you’re going to live. I think I know what made you reach this point at your age, but… Well, anyway, it seems my subjects have acknowledged your strength as well.”


  [image: Illust 1]


  I turned my eyes to look around and saw the demons were regarding me differently. There wasn’t hostility in their eyes anymore; it was now congratulations and awe.


  “Now you all know,” Alanis called to them. “Arius Gilberto is strong enough to be worthy of being our guest here in the demon country of Guardial. Make sure you take care of any who are prejudiced against him for being human.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty!” they all shouted as they took a knee and bowed low.


  Uh. This was definitely overboard.


  ***


  AFTER resting for a while on the floor, my mana finally recovered enough for me to cast a Full Heal. I was able to restore my body to how it was before, but I so did not have enough mana right now. Not like I was planning on challenging Alanis to a rematch right there and then anyway.


  She suggested I take a bath and ordered one of the demons to show me the way. I was soaked with sweat, but she hadn’t produced a single drop.


  The baths in the Guardial palace were absolutely massive with steam so dense you couldn’t even see to the other side. I rinsed the sweat off with a magic shower, then went to warm up in the bath that was as big as a pool.


  When I got out, there was a two-horned demon wearing what looked like a butler uniform waiting for me. He looked to be in his late twenties, but demons had long lives, so I didn’t know his real age. The only thing I knew for certain was he was pretty strong, since his level was over 2,000.


  “My name is Irusha Bhawras. Her Majesty has asked me to be your guide,” he informed me.


  Irusha led me to a large room on the top floor of the palace with one wall made entirely of glass and a balcony overlooking the city.


  I looked over Crystella, the capital of Guardial. Vibrantly colored buildings stood in rows, spaced apart. The city covered an area nearly the same as Ronaudia’s capital but had a smaller population and fewer buildings. It was my first time in the city, but something about the richly colored buildings made me a bit nostalgic. 


  In the center of the room were a crystal table and chairs, and a small side table holding a bottle on ice. There was nothing else. A waiter-looking demon poured the contents of the bottle into my glass. I took a sip. It was a nice, sweet, citrusy wine.


  “Arius, I’m sorry to keep you waiting,” Alanis announced as she entered the room. She’d changed out of her black velvet dress into a more casual red gown. An incredible beauty like her didn’t look like a demon king when she wasn’t in all black.


  At Alanis’s signal, the staff began bringing out food, but it didn’t look like the kind of stuff suited for a noble’s palate. It was all hearty food, essentially hunks of meat all cooked to perfection and sliced into beautiful cross sections. 


  “You must be hungry after all that fighting. Eat as much as you like,” she told me.


  “I will. Mm. It’s good.”


  It was the kind of moderately seasoned food that made the star ingredients the focus, which was what I liked. Alanis watched with amusement as I plowed through plate after plate.


  “I’m happy to see you enjoying the food, but didn’t you consider that I might have poisoned it?”


  “If you wanted to kill me, you could do it whenever.”


  Even in this exact moment, my life was in her hands. I could escape because she hadn’t cast Teleport Jam again, but I wanted to talk to her more.


  “You three really are brave,” she said. “It’s my first time meeting humans who are so calm despite knowing how powerful I am.”


  It seemed Alanis knew that my tutors, Grey and Selena, were concealing their mana and hiding within the range of my Scan. I noticed they had been nearby when I was in the palace of Ishtobal, but they weren’t able to travel with me when Alanis had teleported me, so they’d sent me a Message. After I told them the situation, they were already in the vicinity when my fight with Alanis started.


  They had been to demon territory plenty of times before and knew where Guardial was. They must have guessed my location, then used Scan to look for me. But finding me in such a short time…well, this was Grey and Selena we’re talking about.


  I knew they’d come running all this way because they were worried. I felt bad, but I was going to make them wait a bit longer—I wanted to know what Alanis was really after.


  “If you wanted to, you could’ve easily wiped out the hero’s entire party,” I began. “Why did you bother going to the palace in Ishtobal, then come back having done basically nothing?” She’d shown them just how powerful she was but didn’t kill anyone in the end.


  “Don’t make me repeat myself. I simply went to give my regards to the fool of a hero who’s trying to defeat me. Because, as you say, I could kill him any time I wanted.”


  “Then let me change the question. Why did you pick that moment to show up? The timing was too perfect to be a coincidence.” She’d appeared at the exact moment I was defeating Abel, as if she’d been waiting for it.


  “What you were doing seemed interesting, so I was waiting until you were done.”


  That did make sense, but did that mean she brought me to Guardial because I just happened to be in Ishtobal at the time? Alanis had known my name from the beginning, meaning she had info on me. I’m not trying to sound arrogant, but there was a chance she’d specifically aimed for the moment I was there.


  “I’d like to ask you a question as well, Arius. It appears you’ve made an enemy of the hero, but what are you really after?”


  “It’s not like I went out of my way to. He dragged me into this. But I’m perfectly happy being his enemy if he doesn’t back off, especially now that I know what he’s after.”


  Abel planned to demonstrate the power of the hero by defeating Demon King Alanis so that he could conquer the world. I didn’t think he could win against her, but he was also the type to be happy to use underhanded means. I had no idea what he’d do if I left him to his own devices.


  “Arius, do you know why the Hero’s Alliance wants to invade demon territory?” she asked. 


  “Yeah. Their goal isn’t defeating the demon king; it’s getting their hands on the resources hidden in your territory. Are you going to destroy them if they invade?”


  “If they make it all the way to Guardial.”


  Guardial wasn’t in control of all the land inside demon territory. The majority of demons lived in clans dotted throughout the territory. 


  “You saw my subjects, Arius, so you’ll know. Demons aren’t interested in the weak, like humans. Even if they invade, it’s simply a matter of squashing a swarm of insects. But, just like with humans, not all demons are of one mind. Many of the ones who control the lands closest to your human countries see humans as their enemy and have been in constant conflict with them. I have no reason to reach out a helping hand to those, regardless of what happens to them.”


  It sounded like she wasn’t interested in demons that had nothing to do with her.


  “I understand your logic: if demons are the ones to start the fight, then they can’t complain when we humans invade. But some of the demons the Hero’s Alliance will end up killing won’t have anything to do with the conflict. You’re just going to stand by and watch them die?” I asked. 


  “What do you think I am? It’s you, humans, who say the demon king is a being who will wipe out all humanity. I don’t pretend to be a good person who saves the weak.”


  I understood what she was saying was correct. Believing you could save everyone was nothing more than arrogance.


  “I know there’s nothing a human like me can say to change your mind, and I also don’t think you have an obligation to save all demons just because you have the power to, but I still don’t intend to do nothing—to just ignore Abel and the Hero’s Alliance.”


  I’ve done nothing but take on extreme-difficulty dungeons solo because I couldn’t stand how fun it was to feel myself growing stronger in battles so close that it felt like they were wearing down my soul. I didn’t think this fight between the hero and the demon king had anything to do with me, but Abel and his party got me involved. They might drag me into some sort of trouble when I wasn’t looking. If I let them be, I knew they might even put my friends and family in danger.


  If I hadn’t gone to Ishtobal, Abel and his party probably would’ve come to Ronaudia. So, I decided to get involved in this world, but on my terms. I just didn’t want to drag my friends into what I was doing.


  Jessica and Gale had already been forced to get involved, but it was me that Abel’s party—and maybe the people in Ishtobal—had a grudge against right now. If I defeated the Hero’s Alliance, I’d make an enemy of every country in the world, so I needed to do things better this time.


  “Arius, you have no reason to want to protect the demons,” Alanis pointed out.


  “Actually, I do, sort of. This isn’t my first time interacting with demons.”


  Before I started at the Academy, Grey, Selena, and I took on the fourth extreme-difficulty dungeon, which is in demon territory. We were staying in the area while working our way through the dungeon, and we happened to get into fights with some demons. In a separate interaction, we were invited into a demon village after helping them fend off a monster attack.


  The demons who attacked us saw us as their enemy just because we were human, but the demons of the village we stayed in for a month accepted us. I learned that they live the same as any human and that there’re all sorts of demons.


  “I don’t see a big difference between demons and humans,” I continued. “Which is why I can’t just accept knowing some demons are being killed in a fight they have nothing to do with. Besides, everything in the world is connected. The hate from the demons killed by the Hero’s Alliance might come back to put my friends and family in danger.”


  The fighting between humans and demons was a chain reaction caused by gains, losses, and ego. Fighting did happen among humans just the same as among demons, but when there were different races involved, it was easy for people to see the other race as the enemy. People just completely stopped thinking. I didn’t care if any particular group killed themselves completely while fighting, but I didn’t want them dragging in others who had nothing to do with the situation.


  You know, if there were a kid about to be killed, I’d save them without even thinking about it. So what if it was a demon kid? And then, what if it wasn’t a kid but an adult demon?


  Obviously, I’ve got my priorities, but would I really just stand by and watch while people who dragged my friends into the fight went on to kill other people? No, I wasn’t planning to.


  “That’s awfully high and mighty, and hypocritical of you,” Alanis said.


  “Call me hypocritical if you want. I’m just doing what I want to.” I shrugged. 


  This wasn’t a matter of whether he could or couldn’t. I wanted to, so I would.


  Alanis burst into laughter. “Ah, my apologies. Arius, you really are interesting. You’re not afraid of anyone, not even me, who showed you overwhelming power. At first glance, you appear reckless, but that’s certainly not the case. You’re always calmly calculating how you can win. You actually have a plan already for stopping the invasion of the Hero’s Alliance, don’t you? And I don’t think you’re such a fool that you don’t understand what it is you’re trying to accomplish.”


  Her jet-black eyes seemed to see right through me. Of course, I had a plan. Others might call it underhanded, but I planned to use a Transformation Ring to disguise myself, then fight the army. Even if they suspected it was me, they’d have no proof. And if I manipulated information well, I could probably get them to suspect everyone around them to the point that the Alliance would break apart from within.


  “I do have one suggestion,” she began. “It might not be a bad idea to take on a demon disguise for our fight, don’t you think? Someone like you could accomplish that. You can even use my name. Yes, why don’t you claim to be an agent of the demon king?”


  It seemed she’d completely guessed what I was thinking, but doing that would make trouble for Alanis and the demons of Guardial.


  “Don’t worry about us,” she continued. “As I said earlier, if the Hero’s Alliance invades Guardial, I will simply crush them. Besides, the hero and his people will be under the mistaken impression that you’re working for me because I took you away so unexpectedly. So, part of this is to make amends to you for the trouble I caused. And I’m only doing it because you proved yourself strong enough to be worthy of calling yourself an agent of the demon king. No one will have a problem with it.”


  She was right that people thought I was working with the demon king. There was a chance that she’d done that on purpose, but it didn’t matter now.


  If Alanis didn’t mind me doing that, then there was no reason for me not to accept the offer. And people wouldn’t be surprised if it was an agent of the demon king who stopped the invasion of the Hero’s Alliance. Of course, I had planned to take responsibility for everything I did. I would make sure to stop them before they reached Guardial. 


  I already gained more enemies when people started thinking I was working with the demon king. I didn’t know how far news of what happened at Ishtobal had spread, but I needed to be on my guard.


  “I’m sure you’ve noticed,” Alanis started, “but you’ll have more people coming after you now. You’d do well to watch your back. You have no idea where your enemies might be hiding.”


  “What is that supposed to mean? Do you think there’s a traitor among my friends?” I raised an eyebrow. 


  “No, of course not, although…maybe you’re not so far off. I’m sure you’ll find out soon.” She seemed to know something, but it didn’t look like she was going to tell me any more.


  ***


  WHEN I left the demon capital city of Crystella, I sent Grey and Selena a Message, and we joined up. Grey was an attractive, ruggedly masculine man with a beard, and Selena had jet-black hair and eyes with a mystical beauty. They had to be around forty years old now, but they looked basically the same as they did when I first met them when I was five.


  “Grey, Selena,” I called to them. “Thank you for rushing out to me. And for being there at the palace in Ishtobal.”


  The reason they hadn’t joined the fight when I was up against Abel was that they believed in me. Contrarily, they hadn’t joined the fight against Alanis because they knew the other demons would join as well if the two of them showed up. Alanis didn’t seem intent on killing me, but they couldn’t be certain that applied to the other demons. Besides, it was hard to know how a battle would go once it turned into a frenzied melee. They made the right decision, watching until the end.


  Selena smiled. “You don’t have to thank us. We’re your tutors. Besides, we’re just happy you’re all right.”


  “Yep, just turned out it wasn’t our time to take the stage,” Grey added.


  I proceeded to tell them about the conversation I had with Alanis.


  “Huh. So, that’s the position she’s taking,” Grey said. “Seems she’s not our enemy then. At least not right now.”


  “An agent of the demon king…” Selena murmured. “Sounds interesting. You really are planning to stop the Alliance’s invasion, aren’t you? If so, it would be more convenient for you to take on a demon appearance while you’re fighting.” She looked at Grey, who responded with a nod.


  “Arius, this one time we’re going to get involved too. If you get any info on the Alliance, you make sure we get it right away.”


  “We also can’t stand by and watch them invade demon territory. Arius, we won’t allow you to go and be overly considerate of us.”


  They were part of the reason I wasn’t prejudiced against demons. Selena and Grey always thought for themselves before acting, never allowing themselves to be trapped by conventional thinking. That was why they didn’t believe for one second that demons were inherently humanity’s enemy, and they never killed more demons than were necessary when they fought them.


  I also told them that Alanis said there was a chance I’d have more enemies now that people believed I was working with her.


  “It’s only natural that you’d have more enemies because people thought you were working with the demon king, but…I don’t like how she’s telling you to watch your back. Vague statements like that don’t give you anything to work with when coming up with a solution,” cautioned Grey.


  “It sounds like she knows something, but that isn’t enough information to make a decision on,” Selena mused. “We’ll have a look into how things are unfolding after what happened. I’m sure you already know, but don’t let your guard down, Arius.”


  They reacted as I’d expected. I wasn’t going to get anywhere if I danced to some vague words. Gathering more intel and deciding for myself was the right way to go.


  “Right, Arius, we’re heading off,” Grey announced suddenly.


  “Once you decide what to do, all that’s left is to do it,” Selena said, and the two quickly left to attend to their own business.


  ***


  AFTER leaving Arius, Selena and I had a conversation while on the move.


  “Hey, Selena. Did you see Arius’s level?”


  “I did. Over 2,800. It’s only been a little over three months since he left our party. What in the world has he been doing since then?”


  I’d noticed when we went to the palace in Ishtobal that Arius’s mana was way stronger. When we actually met and I used Evaluate, well, I couldn’t help thinking it was abnormal for him to have gained so many levels in just three months.


  “I mean, it is Arius we’re talking about. I can guess what he’s been up to, but…he’s seriously crazier than the two of us!” I found myself smiling. Part of it was ’cause I was happy seeing my student grow like that, but it was more so because it made me realize again how much of a battle-crazed maniac he was—and how strong he’d gotten made me realize I really couldn’t stand around doing nothing!


  “Grey, we’re not going to let him beat us. It’d be unbearable if our student outdoes us at this age.” Selena also had on a fierce grin.


  She would never acknowledge that she’s also obsessed with battle, which made me want to tell her to just take a look in the mirror. There was no doubting she was obsessed, just like us boys.


  “I agree, Selena, but we need to start with what we can do.”


  She nodded, but looked uncertain. “Grey… Should we have told Arius that he shouldn’t trust the Adventurers Guild too much? I’m particularly suspicious of what the Guild Headquarters are doing.”


  The Adventurers Guild was an organization independent from any country, and the Guild Headquarters connected all the guilds throughout the world. They had more power than some lesser countries. The first thing we thought of when we heard that the demon king told Arius to watch his back was the Guild. 


  The people who ran the Guild weren’t in it out of the goodness of their own hearts. Some of them saw adventurers as just tools they could use to earn themselves money. And the longer you worked as an SSS-rank adventurer, the more you saw behind the curtain.


  “Telling him about our guesses won’t get him anywhere,” I told her. “Besides, Arius will figure it out himself. He’ll get himself some more reliable intel, more reliable than some stories from us.”


  “I see… Yes, that does make sense.”


  We were heading to the Guild Headquarters to investigate what the Guild was up to before the Hero’s Alliance started its invasion of demon territory.


  ***


  A few days later, I went to the Academy for the first time in a while, where I visited Eric’s salon an hour before classes started.


  “You didn’t even stand a chance?” he was asking. “That’s how powerful Demon King Alanis is…”


  I’d already told him what had happened in Ishtobal and Guardial over a Message. “And she wasn’t even trying at all,” I went on. “She’s in a completely different league. And she’s got loads of powerful demons working for her. Other than Alanis, there were at least two whose levels I couldn’t determine using Scan.”


  “Hearing this makes me think those who say she’s a threat to humanity aren’t entirely wrong.”


  “But she hasn’t even done anything yet. She had a bit of a fight with Abel, but she didn’t kill a single person. If being threatening was all it took, then everyone should start seeing the Granbride Empire as an enemy.”


  From a military perspective, Granbride was the most powerful country in the world.


  “We do need to prepare ourselves against the threat she poses,” Eric said, “but that’s not the same as saying we’ll be the ones starting the fight.”


  “If Alanis really wanted to, she could wipe the entire Alliance’s army off the map. Abel is no match for her; I’ve fought him. Even if his entire party took her on at once, they’d be killed in an instant. And if it came to that, Alisa would make some excuse to get herself out of there.”


  The second-in-command of the hero’s party was Alisa Kusunoki, who was also the chief of staff of the Ishtobal military. We agreed she’d feed me info on Abel and the Hero’s Alliance in exchange for money from me and the promise that I wouldn’t lay a hand on any of the members of the hero’s party other than Abel. The amount of money she demanded for her intel was absolutely absurd, but it wasn’t that expensive once you considered how valuable the information really was.


  “The bigger problem is the casualties we’ll see when the Hero’s Alliance invades demon territory, and before they even make it to Guardial,” I pondered.


  Some demons saw human countries as their enemies and constantly tried to invade, and they could only blame themselves if that made them the target of an attack. Still, things were different when we were talking about innocent demons who had nothing to do with the conflict.


  “One reason I’m working with Alisa is so I can get insider info on Abel, but the other reason is to stop the invasion of demon territory,” I told Eric, explaining how Alanis had suggested I fight the invading forces while disguised as a demon and claiming to be an agent of the demon king.


  “You seem to like her quite a lot, Arius. Although if she suggested you disguise yourself as a demon to fight, we can presume their side is doing the opposite,” Eric pointed out. 


  I had already realized that when Alanis suggested it. The demons of Guardial were likely disguising themselves as humans to gather information. That would explain how she already knew about me and appeared in Ishtobal at what was clearly too perfect timing.


  “It appears the demon king we imagine is quite different from the real Demon King Alanis,” commented Eric. “One question I have is: how did a demon king that powerful lose to the hero 300 years ago? Was the previous hero more powerful than her? Or did her revival give her that much more power?”


  “I have an answer to that, though I’ll warn you Alanis told me this, so you’ll need to look into old records to find evidence to back it. She says the whole story about the hero winning that fight is false,” I shared. “Apparently, she was actually the one who won and simply retired as the demon king after killing the hero because they no longer needed one.”


  It would be hard to believe if you didn’t know how powerful Alanis really was, but it did fit in with a few other facts. Our story claimed that the hero defeated the demon king, but the demon king essentially took the hero down with her. The problem was that a Full Heal spell could fix you no matter how close to death you were, so how did the hero die if they’d actually won?


  The other problem was that there were a lot of countries that had joined the army of the Hero’s Alliance, but they quickly retreated from demon territory after the hero fought the demon king. The story went that they’d suffered so many casualties that they were forced to retreat, but they might have been simply manipulating history.


  “Meaning, when Demon King Alanis retired as the demon king and disappeared, the countries that participated in the Hero’s Alliance boasted about having won,” Eric summarized.


  “That’s about it, yeah. It always helps that you’re so quick to understand.”


  “I already questioned the triumph of the hero 300 years ago. There are several writings that bring up the issue. You should read them.”


  Had he already been researching that?


  “Then, Alanis took up the mantle of demon king again when Abel awakened as the new hero,” I continued. “Guardial claimed the demon king had been revived simply because they didn’t feel like disproving the story that she had previously died.”


  That did feel like something Alanis would do. She didn’t seem interested in what humans did.


  “I’d like you to let me help you stop the invasion of demon territory by the Hero’s Alliance,” Eric implored. “However, Ronaudia obviously can’t do this publicly as we’d make enemies of every human country in the world.”


  The Kingdom of Ronaudia had maintained an almost friendly relationship with the demons. Even so, conventional wisdom in this world claimed that the demon king would wipe out all humanity, making demons our archenemy. Stopping the Hero’s Alliance invasion would isolate Ronaudia from every other country.


  “But I can gather information on the countries in the Alliance and pull some strings,” Eric said with a strong smile rather than his usual breezy one.


  “I’d appreciate your help.”


  “Hero Abel is planning to use his power to take over the world, isn’t he? It’s nothing more than a ridiculous fantasy of his, but it does mean that he’s shown aggression toward Ronaudia.”


  I’d already told Eric about Abel’s intentions. Ishtobal had yet to make a public statement about either Alanis or me, so I needed to find out what he was preparing to do next.


  “Even if Ishtobal hasn’t made the information public, it doesn’t mean it’s possible to hide everything,” Eric said. “I imagine there are others who believe you’re working with the demon king. Things have gotten suddenly busy here in the capital in the past few days. I’ve always known the intelligence networks of other countries were at work here, but there have been some people of a clearly different variety sniffing around lately.”


  Considering what was happening, I could guess that people had found out that the SSS-rank adventurer Arius was really Arius Gilberto, and they’d come to find out more. Not many people knew the two were the same, but it was uncoverable if you looked hard enough.


  I couldn’t do anything about the target on my back because people believed I was working with Alanis, but I didn’t want my friends and family dragged into it because of me.


  “Arius, please don’t think your actions have caused us trouble. You haven’t done anything wrong, and anyone who targets someone of Ronaudia is my enemy. I’m sure Chief Minister Darius and Lady Rhea would say the same,” he said with a powerful smile. “Besides, I think things are about to get interesting. Ronaudia itself might not be able to stop the Hero’s Alliance, but we can do something if they come after us. There is no definitive proof that you’re working with the demon king. If they go on the offensive because they suspect a relationship there, we are fully justified in fighting back. No matter who the opponent is, we simply have to crush them ourselves.”


  I knew he was saying that for my sake, but it was probably true that he was enjoying the situation. He was like a predator waiting for his prey. Eric was a good guy, but I definitely did not want to ever get on his bad side.


  “I’m counting on you then, Eric.”


  “And it makes me very happy to hear you say that.”


  With that conversation settled, Eric and I started chatting about nothing in particular, which was when we heard a ruckus outside the room.


  “Please, wait! His Highness asked that no one enter right now!” a voice cried.


  “That’s why I said sorry in advance!” replied another voice, and the door to the salon burst open to show Milia and Sophia.


  “Long time no see, you two,” I called out.


  After we’d returned from the royal manor, I’d spent the entire time dungeon diving in the second extreme-difficulty dungeon, the Devil’s Prison, to prepare for Abel. Even after coming back from Guardial, I’d still been going to the dungeon, so I hadn’t been to the Academy in nearly three weeks.
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  “No, not, ‘Long time no see!’ You’ve been skipping school for so long. Where have you been?” Milia demanded.


  “We do trust you, but…we were worried you were doing something crazy…” Sophia said.


  As far as I was concerned, I wasn’t doing something crazy. Well, fighting Alanis was completely insane, but I couldn’t avoid that. I wasn’t going to make excuses to them, though; I could tell with one look at their faces that Milia and Sophia were really worried by the tears spilling from their eyes.


  I hadn’t told them about being an SSS-rank adventurer or about Abel and the Hero’s Alliance, but they had seen me fight the high-level cleaners, so they had probably guessed some things.


  “I’m sorry for making the two of you worry,” I began. “Everything’s taken care of now, so there’s no problem.”


  “I won’t insist you tell us everything you were doing, but still…” Milia said.


  “If there’s anything we can do, let us know. We want to help you…” trailed Sophia.


  It made me happy that they felt that way, but saying too much would only make them worry more. The only person I’d told I was coming to the Academy today was Eric, but I could guess how they’d found out.


  “The two of them have been worried, so I of course had to tell them you were coming,” Eric explained. “And I have another matter to take care of, so you’ll have to excuse me.”


  He left the salon, leaving me with the girls. It was still half an hour before classes started. Eric had likely anticipated they’d arrive around this time.


  “Milia, Sophia, thank you both. I’ll make sure to talk to you two first before doing anything crazy,” I promised. I would, of course, be careful what I told them to make sure they didn’t worry too much.


  “Okay, Arius, you promised…” Milia replied weakly.


  “And I trust you; you keep your promises…” huffed Sophia.


  I chuckled inwardly at Eric being way too good at guessing how people felt, and I stayed with the girls until they stopped crying.


  ***


  AFTER parting ways with Milia and Sophia, I headed to the classroom. This was the one day I couldn’t skip class. The moment I stepped foot in the classroom, I was surrounded by the girls.


  “Hey, it’s Master Arius!”


  “No way! You’ve been away for so long. Have you been unwell?”


  “I had some things to take care of. Sorry to make you all worry,” I told them.


  “Well, of course, we were worried about you!”


  After the storm of squeals from the girls, the boys started talking to me too.


  “Arius, been a long time.”


  “Hey, watch your tone. That’s the son of a marquess you’re talking to!”


  The boys clearly had been treating me differently ever since the Combat Tournament. More of them were going out of their way to talk to me. Probably had to do with the fact that I won.


  Ragnus, one of the guys in Eric’s entourage, didn’t look happy about all this, but you can’t trust people who change tune all of a sudden anyway.


  “Hey Ash, Rhein. Been a while. Anything happen while I was gone?” I asked the two boys.


  “We hear people gossiping about you a lot more, but things are the same as always for us,” Ash responded.


  “Yeah, us commoners are forever invisible,” added Rhein.


  The two of them were among the few commoners in the Academy; only 20 percent of the students were commoners. I talked to them a lot because their desks were by mine. They weren’t treating me any differently from how they did before the tournament.


  The bell marking the start of class rang, and the teacher came in. He shot a glare at me since I hadn’t attended for so long, but I couldn’t really complain about the treatment. You reap what you sow, after all.


  “Put everything away other than your pencils. I’ll be handing out the test booklets and answer sheets shortly,” the teacher commanded.


  Today was the start of the first-semester final exams. The Academy focused only on grades, so you could get credit for the class even if you didn’t attend, as long as you did well on the tests. Obviously, this was the one week I couldn’t skip. Midterms weren’t a thing at the Academy, so my long history of skipping meant I had one shot at it.


  In the otome game Love Academy, the main character and love interests studied together, deepening their connection, and events could happen afterward depending on Milia’s grades. I, on the other hand, was going to completely ignore all of that because I had other things to do after the exams were over.


  It took me twenty minutes from the start of the test to finish everything, including checking over my answers, so I spent the rest of my time going through my Messages from my informants and Alisa.


  From my perspective, the Academy’s classes were definitely not hard, so I was fine as long as I took the tests. I was more interested in what Abel and the Hero’s Alliance were up to.


  Classes were held only in the morning during exams because the afternoons were used by the teachers to grade them. It was basically the same as it had been in my high school in my previous life.


  As I was about to leave, the classroom door burst open with a dynamic thud.


  “My good friend! I knew not even you would skip exams!” exclaimed Vern as he sauntered into the room and tried to put his arm around my shoulder. I stepped aside, but he was so used to that reaction from me that he didn’t complain. “Let’s go have lunch in the cafeteria!”


  The cafeteria still served food during the exams, and I was going to eat lunch at some point anyway, so I agreed.


  “Eric, would you like to come along?” Vern asked.


  “I appreciate the offer, Vern, but unfortunately, I have a prior arrangement,” Eric replied


  At some point while I was gone, the two princes had started addressing each other without their titles. Vern accepted Eric’s strength without question after seeing Eric take second in the Combat Tournament, and Eric approved of how Vern had grown after reevaluating himself, so maybe that was what made them grow closer.


  “Look! It’s Master Arius and Prince Vern!” someone cried after we’d left the classroom and were walking down the hallway, drawing attention from all the students we passed.


  This was also because of the Combat Tournament. People weren’t reacting differently to Vern, but there were fewer boys looking at me with jealousy and hostility. Instead, they often tried to talk to me.


  “Master Arius, Prince Vern, would you like to eat with us?” someone asked.


  “Sorry, but we already have plans. Maybe next time,” Vern replied.


  We joined the line to pick up our dishes, and all sorts of students started talking to us. I brushed them off with whatever I could think of to say, but Vern was as skillful at handling them as always.


  “Arius, Prince Vern, there are seats open here!” called Milia after we’d both picked up enough food for five people. Noelle was also at the table, sitting across from Sophia.


  “Hi Noelle, it’s been a while,” I greeted.


  “A-Arius… Sophia and Milia told me you were occupied, which is why you didn’t come to school. I hadn’t seen you in so long I started worrying you wouldn’t be here for exams either.”


  While Noelle was talking, Milia gave me a wink. She must have explained the situation to Noelle because she’d also been worried about me.


  “Yeah, I’m sorry for making you worry too, Noelle, but I’m definitely taking exams,” I said. 


  “See, Arius. Everyone’s worried about you, so you should come to class more often, not just for exams,” Milia chastised. “When you’re busy, you could at least show your face in the morning.”


  I planned to keep skipping class after this, and Milia seemed to have guessed as much.


  Sophia was having lunch with the noble girls in her family’s faction. She smiled softly at me when our eyes met. Apparently, they’d all continued their morning sparring practice, so maybe I should show my face every once in a while.


  “Oh, by the way, Raymond tells me every time I see him that he wants to talk to you,” Milia said. Raymond was Sasha’s older brother, who was Zeke’s fiancée. He was also the president of the student council.


  “I know what he wants to talk to me about. You can just brush him off,” I said.


  After the Combat Tournament, Raymond had invited me to join the student council, but I wasn’t interested at all, and I didn’t like how he’d use Sasha as an excuse to pressure me, so I’d said no.


  Besides, if I had time to give to the student council, I’d obviously rather use it to dive in extreme-difficulty dungeons.


  ***


  “ARIUS Gilberto… I will never forgive you!”


  The hero Abel was in the Ishtobal palace, sitting on the throne, trembling with rage.


  Having obtained the power of the hero, he’d become so drunk on the belief that he was all-powerful that he believed he could even take over the entire world. However, Arius had not only insulted him by refusing to join the hero’s party but had also acted aggressively toward Abel, who’d tried to force him to comply. Then, if that wasn’t bad enough, Demon King Alanis took him away from the palace.


  “To be in cahoots with the demon king… Arius has betrayed all of humanity! I’ll show him what happens to a traitor like him!”


  Abel hadn’t realized that he’d shifted his anger from the demon king onto Arius. He was unable to handle the fear he felt after seeing the demon king’s overwhelming power but distracted himself from it by focusing on Arius instead.


  “What do you intend to do then, my hero?” Alisa asked, looking utterly unbothered. “Arius, the SSS-rank adventurer, has thoroughly insulted you, allowed the demon king to infiltrate the palace, and then fled while you were left unable to do anything. If the public finds out, they will question the hero’s power.”
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  “Alisa, are you mocking me?!” he demanded.


  “Now, now. Please calm yourself, my hero. I am simply stating facts. I, of course, have prepared countermeasures. Other than Arius, the demon king, and the demon king’s subordinates, the only people who were present when it happened were us and the soldiers. We can simply make it as if it never happened.”


  If Arius made public what happened at Ishtobal Palace, then it would be the same as publicly announcing he was working with the demon king, which meant it was unlikely he’d let that information slip. No one would believe anything the demon king or demons spouted anyway.


  Alisa explained this to Abel, knowing that the information had already leaked. 


  Many soldiers had seen Demon King Alanis and Arius. It would be impossible to silence them all. Alisa had left them be, knowing that some of them were already working with people outside the palace. It was guaranteed the information would get out, but Abel had no way of knowing. Alisa planned to make an argument to wrap up this whole situation.


  “Is that so…?” Abel mused. “But does that mean you’re suggesting leaving Arius alone?”


  “I wouldn’t, my hero. Arius may be an SSS-rank adventurer, but he’s a mere insect compared to you, the hero. I understand it makes you angry to be stung by an insect, but you’re powerful enough to crush him anytime you want.”


  Abel looked doubtful. The appearance of the demon king meant his fight with Arius was unfinished, but Arius had been the one overwhelming him from the very beginning, not the other way around. He didn’t think Arius was this mere insect Alisa claimed he was.


  Just then, a voice rang out in Abel’s mind.


  “Hero Abel Lionhart, what is it you fear? Do not think little of your power. Train, and new abilities will awaken within you!”


  It was the same voice he’d heard when he’d awakened as the hero.


  Just as Alisa was wondering why Abel was zoning out, he burst into laughter.


  “Aahahaha! Is that it? Alisa, this time I will do as you say. Someday, I will crush Arius!”


  She didn’t understand what was happening but didn’t express disagreement, since things were going the way she wanted them to. Her original plan had been to align herself with both Abel and Arius so she could take sides with whoever won, but she’d completely given up on that when she saw Abel stood zero chance against Arius.


  She’d also failed to anticipate the demon king’s appearance, but it was a significant gain to see Demon King Alanis with her own eyes and witness even a fraction of her strength.


  Based on all the information Alisa had gathered prior to this, she considered it unlikely that Arius had been working with the demon king, but their meeting had set some very large cogs into motion.


  Power will be naturally drawn to Demon King Alanis. I wonder what Arius will do…? I really can’t wait to find out. If I play my hand well, I can squeeze out every last drop I can get from Abel and the Hero’s Alliance. And, Arius, I expect good things from you.


  ***


  THE Academy’s exams ran from Monday to Friday and included practical exams.


  I went to the exams every day that week, ate lunch in the cafeteria, then went straight to a dungeon. I was in the process of working on the third extreme-difficulty dungeon: Hades’s Arena. The massive space enveloped in thick darkness was where a class of monsters called Reapers appeared, and I don’t mean they look like the normal scythe-wielding, black-robed reapers.


  On the third floor were Underworld Knights, skeletons wearing grotesque gold armor. They were undead monsters, but they made the No-Life King, who was said to be the king of the undead, look cute in comparison.


  The Underworld Knights rushed at me far faster than the speed of sound, using a series of Short Teleports. Their swords and spears were coated with darkness mana, and they struck with precision and might. They had to be joking with their insane defense. It was like hitting a steel wall.


  A thousand of those rushed at me at the same time, which was standard for an extreme-difficulty dungeon, but the most difficult part of Hades’s Arena was that the floor boss spawned at the beginning.


  The Wicked Warlord of the Underworld was a beautiful woman with porcelain skin, wearing white full plate armor that didn’t quite fit the whole “underworld” vibe at first glance. But on a closer look, it was stained with blood and had a huge gash in the abdomen, proving she was undead too.


  She attacked simultaneously with the twelve spears and two swords that hovered around her, and she was easily twice as powerful as the Underworld Knights. On top of all that, she persistently went after you from the very beginning. Which might make you think you should start by defeating her, but Reapers didn’t give you an opening like that.


  Ultimately, I had to remove the ones I could whenever possible. I focused my mana into my blue and black swords, then went on to take the monsters out one by one.


  Even with that, the Reapers were nowhere near as strong as Alanis, and I’d definitely gotten stronger. My sword, with every bit of mana I could focus into it, sliced the Wicked Warlord of the Underworld in two.


  When I’d fought Alanis, I was pushed so far beyond my limits that I was able to grasp and manipulate mana on a far higher level than I had before. Up until then, I’d thought of mana as a flowing stream, but now I could see it at an atomic level, allowing me to picture controlling each and every particle with precision. This meant I didn’t waste a single bit, allowing me to turn 100 percent of it into raw power. My mana focus had also increased in leaps and bounds.


  I was still at the trial-and-error stage, but mana manipulation was the foundation for everything else. If I could make this work perfectly, it would level up all my other abilities, bringing me up to the next stage of power. It’d also reduce my mana consumption, which meant I could fight for longer.


  My goal at the moment was to land a single hit on Alanis. She wasn’t a bad person, but it wasn’t good to just leave the score in her favor.


  Obviously, I was also going to stop the invasion of Abel and the Hero’s Alliance into demon territory. My informants had told me what they were up to, but Eric and Alisa were clearly better than me at gathering information and laying plans. My part was to make sure we stopped the invasion. To do that, I needed to be stronger.


  Or, actually, that was just an excuse.


  The reason I wanted to be stronger was really because of Alanis, someone who was overwhelmingly powerful. I could feel her mana on my skin; I didn’t even need Scan to detect it, and I knew those black orbs she’d thrown at me didn’t contain her full mana behind them. She’d also slowed down her thoughts and reaction time to match me in the fight—her strength soared high above mine.


  As things were, I couldn’t touch even a fragment of her power, but I was still going to try, and my first step was finishing Hades’s Arena solo. After that…


  Well, one day, I’d show everyone I’d reached the same playing ground as Alanis!


  Stats


  Arius Gilberto (Age 15)


  Level: 2911


  HP: 30428


  MP: 46508


  STR: 11715
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  DEX: 11711
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  Chapter 2: A New Encounter


   


  WITH the end of the last exam on Friday, the tests were finally over. I was in the cafeteria eating lunch with Vern, Milia, and the others to celebrate.


  “Hey, Arius, how do you feel the tests went?” Milia asked.


  “Fine, probably. I’m sure you had an easy time on them too.”


  Milia had been reincarnated like me. For people like us, the Academy’s classes were honestly not that high a level. Even for the practicals, Milia would have handled them fine.


  “I’m not sure I’d say they were easy,” she argued. “But I do study regularly and take class seriously. I’m also pretty confident about the practicals, thanks to you.”


  “They were no problem for me either,” boasted Vern. “Test grades don’t matter for an exchange student like me.”


  Ronaudia nobles had to graduate from the Academy to be able to inherit their parent’s title. That didn’t matter to Vern, since he was an imperial prince of Granbride, but it would probably still be an embarrassing problem if an imperial prince failed to graduate.


  Sophia didn’t say anything, but she was an excellent and dedicated student. Noelle wasn’t good at any of the practicals other than the magic one, but it seemed she’d started to figure out how to control herself athletically thanks to the morning training with everyone. She probably didn’t do so poorly that she wouldn’t get credit.


  “Arius, do you want to go out to celebrate finishing exams?” Milia suggested. Sophia and Noelle looked at me expectantly.


  “Sorry, everyone. I’ve got plans,” I replied.


  Obviously, I was heading back to Hades’s Arena. I’d planned to skip class on Monday so I could keep going at the dungeon for three and a half days.


  ***


  IT was the following Tuesday, and I was at school to check the test results. I didn’t think my grades would be a problem, but I did need to verify them myself. Each student was given a report card with their test results, and the top performers were posted in the hallway, showing their names and scores. That was also the same as my high school in my past life.


  As I was walking to my classroom, I found Milia looking at the grades posted in the hallway.


  “Arius, you said you didn’t think you did badly, but this is way better than that!” She looked at me with eyes half lidded in exasperation.


  The posting showed the top fifty students. Eric and I were tied in first place with a perfect score in every subject. Sophia was in third place, and Milia took eighth. 


  “I reviewed my answers a lot because I hate making stupid mistakes,” I said. “You weren’t bad either; you’re in the top ten.”


  “I made it sound like I was so confident, but I only got 1,382 points… It’s so embarrassing!”


  She got an average of over 90 in all fifteen subjects. I thought she did plenty well, but she’d think I was being sarcastic if I told her that. 


  “Perfect scores on all the exams? I should have expected you’d do so well, Arius,” Sophia marveled with a soft smile as she went to pass us.


  “You make it sound like you knew he was going to get first place,” said Milia.


  “I didn’t know, but it is Arius we’re talking about.”


  Zeke got twenty-fifth place, and Sasha got forty-second. Marth, the son of the cardinal, got tenth. Vern, as expected, and Noelle, unfortunately, didn’t make it into the top fifty shown there.


  “Master Arius’s grades are amazing too!”


  “Intelligent gentlemen are incredible!”


  Girls surrounded me. Of course, I had noticed them approaching. Some of the boys did look jealous, but the majority were either surprised, sighing, or looking at me with admiration.


  Not that I care what people around me think.


  “A perfect score in every subject… I suppose that’s what we should expect from the son of the chief minister,” rang out an unexpected, clear voice.


  While the students had all been focused on me, a girl had appeared. She had a sort of imposing beauty that was entirely different from Sophia’s. Her ribbon was yellow, indicating she was a second-year. She had luxurious golden hair and blue eyes as deep as the ocean. Her waist and legs were slim, but the other areas were well-endowed, like a model’s. However, she didn’t show any signs of flirting with the boys. She was as regal as a queen.


  “Wait, isn’t that…Princess Ellyse?”


  “But why is she in the Academy?” 


  The girls’ whispers were clearly audible. And that meant this new girl was who I thought she was.


  “Sister, when did you return from Granbride? I would have met you if you’d let me know.”


  “Prince Eric!” squealed the girls surrounding us when Eric showed his face with his usual refreshing smile. 


  For some reason, Eric’s eyes weren’t smiling.


  “I returned yesterday, but I don’t have any obligation to inform you,” Ellyse replied coolly.


  That was the first time I’d ever seen anyone take a shot at Eric like that. I could accept it, though, seeing as she was his older sister by a year. She was First Princess Ellyse Stallion of Ronaudia.


  People always talked about the two geniuses in the royal family of Ronaudia. One of them was Eric, and the other was his sister Ellyse. She was also one of the most important side characters in the Love Academy game. 


  On the Eric route, the villainess Sophia was the main character’s rival, and on the Zeke route, the rival was his fiancée, Sasha. Besides them, there wasn’t one specific rival for the rest of the routes for the other love interests. Ellyse filled that role, being one of the rivals who showed up to stand against the main character. 


  Obviously, that’s just in the game.


  Her appearing at the end of the final exams was the same as the game, but the Ellyse of this world seemed very different from the one in Love Academy.


  “The quality of students in the Academy is as low as ever. Nobles in love with themselves simply for being nobles,” she said scathingly. 


  It was well known that she hated the nobility, which was apparently why she never appeared at social events. She’d apparently not done anything to stand out while she was at the Academy during her first year, so there were surprisingly few people who recognized her face despite her being the first princess. That was not the same in the game.


  Right now, she was studying in Granbride, the exchange student who was sent there while Vern attended the Academy here. The game did have her studying abroad until she appeared here, but…


  “The court received a Message from Prince Dominic saying you’d gone missing,” Eric said. 


  Dominic was the crown prince of Granbride.


  “That’s perfect. You tell him that I will never go back to Granbride.”


  The one other thing the Love Academy game didn’t reveal was the reason Ellyse had gone to Granbride: she was engaged to Crown Prince Dominic.


  ***


  MY name is Ellyse Stallion, and I am the first princess of Ronaudia. I was studying in Granbride with the presumption that I would marry Crown Prince Dominic when I graduated. The purpose of my two years of study there, until my marriage, was to receive an appropriate education for someone joining the imperial family of the Granbride Empire. Obviously, as a royal, I had already learned about the large country we neighbored. I’ve also memorized Granbride’s history, geography, culture, and relations between the various noble houses and the imperial family, and I’m particularly good at the basic subjects: magic, sword fighting, languages, and math. 


  This means that, frankly, college classes are quite boring for me.


  But I wasn’t going to forget what my real role there was. I was marrying Prince Dominic to strengthen the relationship between Ronaudia and Granbride. My feelings aren’t important when it comes to doing what’s right for Ronaudia.


  I already knew Dominic was a playboy with poor behavior, but everything would work out just fine as long as I put up with it. I’d planned for the last two years before my wedding to pass uneventfully.


  Until one day.


  There were no windows in the room Dominic called me to, and the door locked the moment I entered. This was a completely secret room, and only Dominic and I were inside.


  “Your Highness, what is this about?” I asked calmly despite the terrible situation.


  “Don’t ask what this is about. You’re always talking out of line, so I thought I would show you just how strong a man is.”


  Dominic was an imposing man with red hair and tanned skin. He was attractive, but you could practically see his horrible personality, and he sneered as he walked closer to me.


  “Even you can’t get away with this. It’ll turn into an international incident,” I cautioned. 


  “It won’t, so long as you keep your mouth shut. Or are you planning on turning yourself into a victim? You’re my fiancée. It’s not that uncommon for couples to engage in these activities before they’re married.”


  It was no good. He didn’t understand anything. That was strictly forbidden for royals and imperials like us. If I went public with the fact that he attacked me, Granbride would have sullied Ronaudia’s honor. Rather than strengthening the relationship between the two countries, I’d be making it suddenly worse.


  “You’re clever enough to understand what I’m saying,” he sneered. He seemed to have misunderstood my silence because he started stripping. Suddenly, he was right in front of me with his chest bare. “Now, be a good girl and let me have you!”


  I cast Sound Isolation, focused my mana into my boot, and kicked him as hard as I could between the legs. He let out a wordless scream and crumpled to the ground. I cast Unlock to open the door and walked out as if nothing had happened.


  Waiting outside the room were two imperial knights serving Dominic and my lady-in-waiting, Rozetta.


  “What did His Highness want?” Rozetta asked. She was an unflappable older woman, but she seemed to pick up on a minute change in my demeanor, and her expression hardened.


  “Nothing in particular. Let’s go, Rozetta.” The two of us started walking away, leaving the two knights who were none the wiser.


  “Princess Ellyse,” called a voice as we did. “Where is Prince Dominic?”


  A man with a sharp gleam in his eyes appeared. He was tall, close to six and a half feet tall. His long black hair was pulled back behind him, and he had gray-blue eyes and a muscular body that looked like all the unnecessary body fat had been trained away.


  His name was Georg Steinhart. He was one of the Twelve Imperial Swords and one of the most powerful knights in Granbride.


  “In the room, sleeping, I imagine,” I answered. 


  Rozetta tried to step between Georg and me, but I stopped her with a wave. I was maintaining an air of calm, but I couldn’t let my guard down for an instant in this situation.


  We were within Georg’s attack range. His center of gravity shifted slightly lower, and his hand went to the hilt of his sword, a sword which was longer than he was tall: the God Slayer, a symbol of Georg’s power with a long history.


  Georg was strong enough to kill Rozetta and me in an instant. I didn’t think he would, but he was also the sort of man whose actions you couldn’t be certain of.


  Tension filled the air, then suddenly, a light flashed, so bright it temporarily blinded me. This was no normal light; it was a spark of mana as bright as a bolt of lightning.


  Georg shouted. “Princess, have you—?”


  I took advantage of the distraction to cast Teleport, taking Rozetta with me just outside the capital of Ronaudia.


  “That light…” I murmured. “It didn’t seem to be the work of whoever’s been sniffing around us recently. It felt different.”


  Someone had been monitoring us for the past week or so. Sending someone like that wasn’t Dominic’s style, and I didn’t know what organization was behind it. I’d left it alone because they hadn’t made any move against me, but now there was yet another person stepping in.


  “I don’t know what’s happening, but they did save us,” I said. We wouldn’t have been able to escape if it hadn’t been for that light.


  “What do you plan to do now, Your Highness?”


  “You know me well enough to be able to guess that.”


  It would be easy enough to give up on the whole thing at this point, but I couldn’t do that. I’m a princess of Ronaudia. I had to fulfill my duty. This was my stubbornness at work, and I knew I’d have to go back to Dominic eventually, but my pride couldn’t accept him forcing himself on me.


  “I’ll contact your people and tell them to continue their work,” Rozetta answered.


  “Please do. I might as well go down fighting.”


  I was confident in myself enough to believe I could handle Dominic on his own, but he was the crown prince of Granbride. I knew it would be pointless to resist.


  Even so, I wanted time, even just a little, to resign myself to my fate.


  ***


  “WHY now…? What is the end goal?”


  Eric was in his dorm room in the Academy, rereading a letter he’d received the other day. He knew the person who sent it, but they hadn’t seen each other in over ten years.


  The letter stated that Eric’s sister, Ellyse, would be returning to Ronaudia with little warning. It also detailed that the sender was delighted to have assisted in her safe return.


  At first, Eric thought this was some bad joke. There was no reason he should have received a letter from this person, but what the letter stated was correct: Ellyse had returned to Ronaudia.


  The letter even contained the reason for her return. It matched the information Eric had gathered on his own, and he’d been able to find information to back up the claims of the primary incident that led to Ellyse’s return. There was no doubting it was true.


  Eric had always thought Dominic was capable of horrible things, but he hadn’t planned on saying anything about the arrangement because it was Ellyse herself who’d made the decision.


  However, if she had rejected Dominic, then Eric could make a move.


  The only thing he was still worried about was what the letter’s sender was after. They had a close relationship with Dominic, but they still helped Ellyse. That meant they didn’t want them to marry. Eric could understand why; the engagement was an obstruction for this person’s ambitions.


  With that in mind, Eric even understood the purpose of sending the letter. They were saying, “I saved Ellyse; you help too.”


  “Even without this, Granbride is becoming increasingly chaotic. Yet we now have this player making an appearance as well…” Eric sighed. 


  Just like in the capital of Ronaudia, there had been people of a clearly different type operating in the shadows of Granbride. There was a chance the mastermind behind them all was the sender of this letter. However, Eric felt an even darker intent lurking.


  If his prediction was correct, the situation was far more complicated than he’d originally imagined.


  “Either way, I do plan to step in, but it would be frustrating to simply play the role laid out for me. I’ll do what I want, how I want to do it. I don’t intend to dance for anyone.”


  ***


  FOR the first time in a long time, I went to morning practice with everyone.


  “Fireball!” Vern launched the tier-three Fire spell, and the orb of flames exploded around Zeke.


  “Water Shield!” Zeke reduced the damage with a tier-two Water spell, then closed the distance between him and Vern.


  “Those are some good moves, Zeke!” Vern shouted, waiting for him. He struck out with a horizontal slash, which Zeke blocked with his sword and followed with a strike from the mace in his left hand. Vern blocked it with his shield, then landed a kick in Zeke’s blind spot.


  “Gah…” Zeke grimaced and tumbled to the ground. He immediately got back to his feet, but Vern had quickly thrown a follow-up attack.


  “Shattering Blade!” 


  It was a direct hit from Vern’s intermediate one-handed sword skill. Zeke’s Special Barrier audibly shattered.


  “How’s that, my good friend?” Vern shouted to me. “I’ve gotten a bit stronger, haven’t I?”


  “Things are starting to come together, but visualize your mana manipulation more clearly,” I instructed.


  Vern seemed to be getting a feel for manipulating mana, which led to increases in the power of his spells and skills, but it was still so imprecise I couldn’t really compliment him on it.


  “You’ve gotten better too, Zeke,” I continued. “Did you settle on that fighting style in the end?”


  Just as when he took part in the Combat Tournament, Zeke was fighting two-handed with a sword and a mace. He hadn’t won against Vern, but his movements had become more economical and clearly had gotten stronger.


  “At my current skill level, I can’t make good use of a sword in my off hand,” Zeke explained. “I think I’ll stick to this for now.”


  Zeke looked certain. He’d decided to stop comparing himself to Eric and start living his own life.


  I took part in training after that, sparring with each person in turn. I could tell that they were taking their practice seriously from how much they’d improved. Those who had been in the fight against Duke Jordan seemed to have grasped something after experiencing real-life combat. They were visibly stronger in such a short time.


  “Hey, Arius, spar with me next,” Milia called to me. She was the one who’d improved most of all.


  The moment she launched off eight arrows of light, she suddenly rushed me, coming with unpredictable movements to keep her opponent from getting a lock on her. She’d silently cast four spells at once: Shining Arrow, Strengthen, Haste, and Fly.


  Silent casting had the benefit of shortening the casting time and also keeping the spell hidden from your opponent until the moment you cast it. It also increased the precision of your mana manipulation.


  Milia activated a skill, timed to match the moment the arrows of light approached me from all directions, the missiles changing direction in midair. Her sword glowed with blinding light. It was the advanced one-handed sword skill, Scintillating Blade.


  Scintillating Blade was a power skill that increased the might of your attack, and Milia was strong enough that she could activate it just as quickly as Flashing Blade.


  “You really have gotten stronger,” I acknowledged as I cut down all the arrows of light, dodged Milia’s attack, and hit her with a counterattack. Her Special Barrier shattered.


  “Aw, I lost! I knew I would, but I’m still bummed this isn’t enough to make any headway against Arius.” She sounded frustrated. That was just how seriously she’d taken the fight.


  “You’re trying to get stronger because you want to protect everyone, aren’t you?” I asked. “With how much you’re improving, you’ll be able to stand next to Eric and me in a fight soon.”


  “Arius… Thank you! I’m going to work even harder!” She looked happy, her face breaking into a full grin.


  After a few more rounds, Noelle brought out refreshments.


  “E-everyone… I made sandwiches for today…”


  “Thanks, Noelle!”


  “They look great!”


  Working hard on practice wasn’t all everyone did. They also enjoyed spending some time together after practice.


  “By the way, Vern, have you heard anything about Princess Ellyse?” I asked.


  “No, I only found out when Eric told me. She said she’s never returning to Granbride, didn’t she? That is not good.”


  Granbride and Ronaudia were two large countries on the western side of the continent. The marriage between Crown Prince Dominic and Princess Ellyse was meant to strengthen the relationship between the two countries. The engagement breaking off could lead to a rift between them.


  “So, what kind of person is Prince Dominic?” I asked.


  “We’re five years apart in age but, to be honest…we don’t really get along.” It was rare for Vern to hesitate to speak. “Dominic tries to have his way with everything. He never allows people to oppose what he thinks. If the person is a lower rank than him, he’ll mercilessly insult them in front of everyone.”


  Vern might have been a victim of his brother, as well. Information gathering was a fundamental skill for adventurers, so I already had a rough outline of who Dominic was, and Vern confirmed Dominic’s reputation was deserved.


  Zeke looked worried by that news. “I haven’t heard anything about Ellyse either. She’s been in her old dorm room in the Academy ever since she returned to Ronaudia, so I haven’t even seen her.” 


  “I don’t think Princess Ellyse’s actions are driven by selfishness,” Sophia spoke measuredly. Being Eric’s fiancée, she knew the princess despite her hatred of the social scene. It seemed Princess Ellyse was friendly, caring, and always kind when interacting with Sophia. “Princess Ellyse is smart. There must be a reason why she returned to Ronaudia.”


  Sasha nodded. “I agree, Princess Ellyse wouldn’t do anything rash.” Being Zeke’s fiancée, Sasha had also been close with the princess until she’d gone to study in Granbride.


  I’d never met the princess, and I figured it was safe to leave this situation with Eric, so I didn’t plan to say any more than I had to. But Zeke, Sophia, and Sasha were all worried, and Milia and Noelle cared about those three, so I was thinking maybe I should find out if there was anything I could do.


  ***


  DURING lunch later that day, Eric called me to his salon.


  “I’ll be going to Granbride over summer break,” he told me. “As you may have guessed, it’s about my sister, Princess Ellyse.” He had on his usual smile. “I know that her fiancé, Crown Prince Dominic, has been doing whatever he wants in the background. He commits acts of violence basically every day, and several people have disappeared after drawing his ire. He also takes any woman who crosses his path whenever he wants, regardless of whether or not she’s married, and he uses force if he needs to.”


  I hadn’t heard any positive rumors about the crown prince, but this was even worse than what was circling around. It seemed he really did do whatever the hell he wanted.


  “What he does is unforgivable, but it’s not that uncommon to hear of royalty and nobility doing such things,” Eric continued. “His crimes can’t even be prosecuted because they’ve been erased using his money and authority. Turning a blind eye to this would be the right option given the relationship between Ronaudia and Granbride, which is why this is my personal demand. I want to break off the engagement between the crown prince and my sister. I doubt he’ll agree, which is why I’m laying out a plan to take him down.”


  He was going to take down Crown Prince Dominic to stop the marriage to his sister? Granbride would definitely have something to say about that.


  “I’ve pulled some strings,” he said when he saw the look on my face. “Behind the scenes, of course. My father and the emperor of Granbride are already aware of what Dominic has done, and I’ve received their approval. They won’t complain so long as I have hard evidence.”


  He’d already talked to the emperor of Granbride? Eric was as impressive as always.


  “I never believed someone like Dominic was good enough for my sister, but it was her decision, so I wasn’t going to intervene. But the thought that he tried to force himself on her…”


  There was a cold gleam in Eric’s eyes. I’d never seen an expression like that on him.


  “Of course, Dominic isn’t strong enough to do whatever he wants with my sister. As expected, he failed in his attempt to do so, but despite all his flaws, he is still the crown prince of Granbride. An attack against my sister could come at any time if she’d stayed in Granbride. That’s why she returned so suddenly.”


  Despite everything that had happened, Princess Ellyse hadn’t talked to anyone about why she’d returned to Ronaudia. It seemed like Eric had found out the truth for himself.


  “Ellyse said she won’t be returning to Granbride ever again, but she doesn’t really mean it. She doesn’t seriously intend to break off her engagement with Dominic. Ellyse is the kind of person who would be happy to sacrifice herself for the sake of Ronaudia. That’s why I want to take Dominic down and break off his engagement with her,” Eric said, his voice firm with his determination to save his sister. 


  I didn’t have siblings in my previous life, and I still didn’t really feel like an older brother to the twins, Sirius and Alicia. I didn’t really know what it felt like to have close siblings, but I could tell that Eric cared for his sister.


  “Arius, I don’t plan to cause you any trouble with this, and I’ll continue to gather information on the Hero’s Alliance while I’m in Granbride. If anything happens, I’ll act immediately.”


  Eric wasn’t telling me about him going to Granbride because he wanted me to help; he was telling me out of a sense of obligation. Though I already knew he wasn’t the kind of person to drop something once he’d taken it on.


  “Eric, what should I do about this?” I asked.


  “What are you talking about? This is my and my sister’s problem. Stopping the invasion of the Hero’s Alliance is more important for you.”


  “And what are you talking about? As you said, we can gather information while we’re in Granbride. I’ll obviously make a move once the invasion starts, but distance isn’t a problem for me.” I could use Teleport and Fly to reach the army after the invasion started but before any fighting began. “Are you saying that you’re working with me on the Hero’s Alliance, but I’m not supposed to work with you on this?”


  “Arius, I appreciate the offer, but that isn’t why I’m telling you about it.”


  “Of course not. I know that, but I’ve had my sources looking into it as well, and this incident with Princess Ellyse doesn’t seem to be the only thing going on in Granbride. And I’m thinking it might have something to do with me.”


  Just like with Ronaudia, there have been some people of a clearly different type at work in Granbride. Eric would certainly know about that. The same thing was happening in both Ronaudia and Granbride, immediately after I had my fight with Abel in Ishtobal and I disappeared with Alanis. The timing was too perfect to be a coincidence. It was natural to assume some connection.


  “Besides,” I continued, “I can tell from how you’re talking about her that Princess Ellyse is a good person. I’m putting my foot down. Let me help you. If you don’t, I’ll make you step back from the Hero’s Alliance incident.”


  Eric chuckled, and a resolved smile spread across his face. “It seems I have a stubborn friend. Thank you, Arius. Will you help me?”


  “Of course I will. It seems like Princess Ellyse is really important to you. Maybe that’s obvious, since she is your sister.”


  Even though he said he was pulling the strings behind the scenes, he might end up destroying Ronaudia’s relationship with Granbride for his sister.


  “She is one of the few women I’ll always owe, but that’s not the only reason I’m taking action.”


  I couldn’t imagine someone Eric owed. He also didn’t make any further attempt to explain his other reason. If he didn’t want to talk about it, I wasn’t going to force him.


  “If you’re coming to Granbride with us, then perhaps you should meet Ellyse once. I think the two of you will get along,” Eric suggested.


  “She will know a lot about Granbride, considering she has studied abroad there, so yeah, I guess it might not be a bad idea to talk to her beforehand.”


  There was still more than a week before summer break, so I agreed without much hesitation, thinking we’d see each other at some point anyway before then. I didn’t realize how quickly that would happen, though.


  Before the end of the day, Eric sent me a Message and told me I’d be seeing Princess Ellyse in two days. That was too fast. He was planning something. That was the sort of person he was.


  ***


  “SHOULD we get started, Arius?”


  “Yeah. Thank you, Selena, Grey.”


  We’d arrived at a massive building that looked like it was built by giants in a rugged mountain area. This was the extreme-difficulty dungeon, the Citadel of Ancient Gods.


  Our goal wasn’t dungeon diving as a group for the first time in a long time. We were going to be using the huge space of the extreme-difficulty dungeon to run simulation battles against Demon King Alanis.


  We had no reason to fight Alanis, but I aimed to land a hit on her. Grey and Selena also wanted to know how strong she was, seeing as we didn’t know what might happen in the future. That’s why I was going to fight the two of them so they could get a feel for her power.


  We walked into a huge hall filled with rows of pillars more than thirty feet in diameter. The moment we stepped on the layered magic circles drawn on the floor, we were instantly transported to a massive space without walls. A horde of Supreme Angels in full plate armor approached from the distance.


  “What a nuisance. I’ll get rid of them,” I said.


  When I’d first started taking on the Citadel of Ancient Gods on my own, I had so little firepower I’d struggled against the Supreme Angels. They weren’t a problem for me now. I rushed through the massive space at top speed, taking out the Angels whenever they came within reach. After wiping out over a thousand of them, the floor boss spawned, which I defeated, and the process didn’t even take ten minutes.


  “You took all of them out in such a short time? You’ve really improved, Arius,” Grey praised.


  “Definitely. You’re almost an entirely different person; you’ve become so strong. This means we won’t have to hold back,” said Selena.


  They looked completely serious as they complimented me. And, yeah, that did make me blush a bit.


  “All right, Arius, we’re going all-in from the start,” Selena yelled as she cast several layers of Impenetrable Defense. Countless orbs of light also appeared, almost exactly like how Alanis had made those black orbs appear.


  The orbs of light were masses of highly focused mana. The more precise your mana manipulation was, the more powerful your spells were, but most spells had an element, which meant they weren’t as effective against enemies resistant to that element. The construction of a spell ended up being a constraint, meaning there was a limit to how efficiently you could use your mana.


  If you really honed your mana manipulation, in the end, you ended up fighting with just pure mana. 


  When I was fighting with swords, I didn’t use skills; I just fought by manipulating my mana, but Selena was such a master of mana manipulation that she just shot off focused mana rather than using attack spells.


  Selena targeted me with the concentrated light of high-speed orbs. I dodged with a Short Teleport, but Grey had anticipated my move and cut me off where I landed.


  “You’re slow, Arius!” he shouted.


  He had a great sword in each hand. You normally used one great sword with two hands, but Grey had mastered using two at once. He unleashed a chain of attacks with the great swords filled with massive amounts of focused mana.


  While I was countering with my blue and black swords, Selena circled around to my back and fired off countless orbs of light.


  This was a merciless tag-team attack from my tutors, people who knew everything about me. But they didn’t let off waves of mana that were impossible to dodge, like Alanis did—she was faster and more tenacious. I was strong enough to react to Grey and Selena’s moves.


  I sped up as fast as I could and slipped between the orbs of light before using my two swords to cut into Grey’s Impenetrable Defense. Selena used that moment to change the trajectory of her orbs, firing them at me with unpredictable movements and timings.


  But unlike Alanis’s black orbs, there weren’t so many of Selena’s light orbs that they filled the entire massive space. I used Short Teleport to dodge, moving right up in front of Selena at the same time.


  “Arius, you’re foolish to think you’re better than me at close combat,” she said.


  Just as she’d produced the orbs of light, she created a wall of light made from concentrated mana. The wall moved toward me, as if trying to crush me.


  I’d also improved my mana manipulation, though. I focused every bit of mana I had into my swords and slammed them into the wall, causing an eruption of sparks as mana crashed head-on against mana.


  My black and blue blades sliced clean through Selena’s wall of light.


  “Not bad, Arius, but we’re just getting started!” she called.


  “Think it’s ’bout time I give you everything I’ve got!” Grey shouted.


  The two had fierce grins on their faces. This was apparently going to be the real battle. I sped up my thought processes and reaction speeds as fast as possible and continued the battle against Grey and Selena.


  We traded blows and fought until we were entirely drained of mana, and Grey and Selena were panting.


  “Grey, Arius… Don’t you think we should call it good here?” Selena suggested. 


  “Yeah… You and I are no match for the demon king even if we fight with everything we’ve got. Not that I thought we were…”


  “Alanis is in a whole different dimension,” I huffed. “She wasn’t even trying when I was fighting her.”


  Even without using Short Teleport, she’d easily been able to keep up with me. If she’d attacked at the same time as she closed in on me at that speed, I would have had no way to dodge. But she didn’t attack from close range. She just released those waves of mana, and that was enough to tear me to bits, so I wasn’t able to land a single hit against her.


  “But you know, Arius, you’ve gotten seriously stronger, even though it hasn’t been that long since you left our party,” Grey praised.


  “I know,” Selena added. “I never expected you and me together wouldn’t be able to win against him.”


  They sounded happy that I’d grown so much.


  “I still have a long way to go before I’m as good as you two,” I replied. I wasn’t really being humble either. Grey and Selena hadn’t been fighting with everything they had, not in any seriousness. I didn’t think they’d really been holding back, but I could tell they weren’t legitimately trying to kill me. And when you fight with no intent of killing your opponent, you end up pulling your punches a tiny bit.


  But even if Grey and Selena fought Alanis with every intention of killing her, and if I were fighting with them, I couldn’t imagine we had any chance of winning.


  “Hey, Arius, you’re taking on extreme-difficulty dungeons solo, aren’t you?” Grey asked. “I can tell based on how you’re fighting.”


  I hadn’t told Grey and Selena that I was, but I had wiped out all the Supreme Angels on my own, so they must have figured it out.


  “I wasn’t trying to hide it from you, but I’m still in the process of it,” I explained. “I was going to talk to you after I’d gone through them all.”


  The three of us had gone up to the fifth extreme-difficulty dungeon together. I didn’t want to go telling them I’d finished a dungeon we’d done together by myself. It felt too much like a child bragging to their parents.


  Selena smiled. “I guess I understand how you feel, but we won’t make fun of you or anything. Just tell us. What floor have you made it to?”


  “I’m not even halfway yet. I’ve made it to the third floor of Hades’s Arena.”


  Grey and Selena froze.


  “The third floor of Hades’s Arena…? That means you’ve already finished the Citadel of Ancient Gods and the Devil’s Prison?” Grey asked.


  “Yeah. I beat the bosses there too.”


  “I was wondering what had made your mana manipulation improve in leaps and bounds…and that explains it. Arius, you really are doing crazy things,” Selena sighed with a look of exasperation. “I’m assuming Darius and Rhea don’t know about this?”


  “That’s part of why I didn’t tell you two,” I countered. “If you knew, you’d talk to my parents about it. And I’m not doing anything outrageous. I’m keeping a safety margin to make sure I don’t die, and I’m not dumb enough to pick the wrong time to retreat.”


  I didn’t see anything wrong with it, but the only people who would understand what it was like were other battle-crazed maniacs like my tutors.


  “I get what you’re saying, but we can’t keep quiet about this now that we know,” Grey said. “You need to talk to them yourself. We’ll give you a week to do it.”


  “Grey’s right. At least tell them that you’re going solo into extreme-difficulty dungeons.”


  My parents, Darius and Rhea, were former SS-rank adventurers and did the Citadel of Ancient Gods with Grey and Selena, so they would know the risks I was taking.


  “Okay, I’ll do it,” I relented.


  But I wasn’t going to give up on getting stronger, even if my parents were against it.


  ***


  “ALLEN, I’ll take care of the Lightning Dragon! Mike, you get the Ifrit behind us!”


  The members of the Silver Wing, an S-Rank adventurer party, followed Jessica’s orders and went straight to attacking. I was with them in the hard-difficulty dungeon, Guney’s Great Labyrinth.


  I hadn’t visited the Adventurers Guild in Carnell for over a month because I had situations with Duke Jordan, Abel, and Alanis going on. Jessica had sent me Messages several times in that period, so I was starting to feel bad and agreed to join them.


  “Everyone, let me draw their Hate!” called a small, boyish girl with pixie-cut hair as she activated the shield skill Bulwark of Steel, rapidly spinning the shield bigger than her.


  Her name was Shine Altalica, and she was the new member of the Silver Wing, replacing Jake.


  While Shine was drawing the monsters’ Hate, Jessica, Allen, and Mike let loose with their strongest attacks. Marcia scouted for enemies and conducted hit-and-run attacks. Even the healer, Sarah, was casting spells at the ideal moment.


  There had been about fifteen monsters, and they were wiped out in twenty minutes.


  “I don’t see any faults in your coordination with Shine, and it looks like you’ve all started to figure out how to fight when there are a lot of opponents,” I commented. “But if you don’t want to die, you definitely can’t ever let your concentration slip.”


  “Got it, Arius. If there’s anything else you noticed, don’t hold back. Tell us. We want to get stronger,” Jessica proclaimed as the rest of the party members nodded.


  Jake had been satisfied with where he was, while the rest of the party was aiming even higher. The rift between them grew larger until, in the end, Jake left the party. This happened a lot with adventurers, but it meant the party was temporarily weakened, having lost their tank.


  Shine joined their ranks and was the opposite of Jake. She had happened to leave her party around that time, and she was a great tank because she was good at both evading and defending attacks. The result made Silver Wing even more powerful than when they had Jake with them.


  Right now, they were up to floor 162 of Guney’s Great Labyrinth. Two months ago, I had taken them to floor 150. They had just managed after I had reduced the monsters, so they restarted on their own from floor 145. There was a brief period when the party stalled after Jake left, but they were finally making good progress in the dungeon.


  You get a variety of monsters on floor 162. There were dragon types, such as Lightning Dragons and Triple-Headed Dragons. Humanoid great spirits like Ifrit and Celsius were also present. Then there were unnamed Archdemons.


  If you go a little further down, you run into the Fortress Golems, Fenrirs, and Phoenixes that I struggled against when I was about ten. A lot of them spawn at once too, so they were probably still a bit much for Jessica and the others right now. They’d need to level up on these floors before trying to go further.


  After taking on Guney’s Great Labyrinth, the party started talking about having dinner together, so I joined them at the Adventurers Guild in Carnell.


  “Hey, Arius. Been a while.”


  “Gale. You haven’t changed a bit,” I said. “Hey, Master, give me whatever food you have, heavy on the meat. And bring it out whenever each dish is ready, please.”


  “Arius’s treat, like always,” teased Marcia. “Master, a bottle of your most expensive alcohol, please. And bring us all the food, starting with the most expensive!”


  Marcia never changed. I sort of respected her for that, though. She ordered all sorts of food and drink as usual, then Gale and his party joined in, and we all had dinner together.


  “Hey, you there, are you that S-Rank party, the Silver Wing?” an adventurer I didn’t know called. She had to be about fifteen or sixteen and had bright-colored pigtails. She was objectively pretty, but that was the only part of her that seemed likable. Her eyes were sharp, and her attitude showed she was looking to pick a fight.


  Behind the pigtail girl were five other adventurers I didn’t recognize. They were all girls in their mid-to-late teens, glaring at us. It wasn’t weird that I didn’t know all the adventurers here. I hadn’t been to the Adventurers Guild in Carnell much lately.


  “Who the heck are you?” Allen demanded. Looked like he didn’t recognize them either.


  “We’re the Bloody Hounds. We’re going to be the next S-Rank party in Carnell after you. Figured we might as well say hello,” pigtail girl said snarkily.


  She really was looking to pick a fight. They were all over level 50 and only in their teens, so I could see why they might be a bit full of themselves.


  “Huh, that so,” mumbled Marcia. She was so focused on her drinks that she didn’t even look at the girls. “Adventurers aren’t soft, so if someone comes at us with an attitude, I might just have to kick some butt.”


  “Tsk! We’re not looking for a fight. Right now.”


  Marcia might have looked like she was joking, but she wasn’t leaving a single opening. She was in a different league from these girls.


  “You could at least try not to get yourselves killed,” I said, glancing sideways at pigtail girl. Adventurers were always coming face to face with death. It might seem obvious, but only the people who survived got stronger.


  “Nobody’s talking to you, you giant freak,” she countered, suddenly shifting her glare to me. Maybe she was underestimating me because we were around the same age.


  “Pretty spunky, aren’t you? Stop yapping like some dog.”


  “What did you say…?” She glowered with rage in her eyes. “Stop acting like you’re all that just ’cause you’re huge!”


  The five girls behind her all had different reactions. One of the girls with a short bob grinned like something interesting was about to start, and the girl with long wavy hair narrowed her eyes like she was trying to figure out how strong I was.


  “Let’s kill him, Helga!” shouted a girl with a ponytail.


  “Yeah! Look down on adventurers and you’ll be finished!” yelled the girl with a bob and blunt bangs.


  “We won’t let this kid talk smack!” added a girl with long, straight hair as the three of them stepped closer as if they were going to support the others.


  “You guys…” Jessica glared at the girls as she moved closer to me.


  Things were going to get bad for the girls if Jessica got into the fight, so I stopped her with a look. I’d taught her how to coordinate with party members using looks, and it came in handy in weird situations.


  The pigtail girl, Helga, lowered herself into a fighting stance. Guess I had no choice; I’d have to deal with them a bit.


  I stood up. “If you’re picking a fight, then I’ll oblige, but this is a waste of time, so all of you come at me at once.”


  “Stop talking crap, jerk!”


  I dodged Helga as she tried to punch me, and the ponytail girl tried to hit me with a high kick. I evaded by a tiny margin, and that was when the blunt bangs girl and the long straight hair girl circled and aimed for my back and legs.


  Their coordination wasn’t so bad, but I avoided it all, of course.


  “I’m not planning to hang out with you any more than this.” I suddenly sped up until I was right in front of Helga.


  “What the—?”


  Before she could react, I hit her with a chop, then did the same down the line to ponytail, blunt bangs, and long straight hair until they were all unconscious.


  “What the hell did you do?!” Short bob girl, who had been grinning in amusement, had a different expression now. She hadn’t seen me moving. Now on high alert, her hand reached for her sword.


  “Hey, you, are you stupid?” I tossed before closing the distance between us in an instant and knocking her out. Drawing a weapon in the Adventurers Guild would make her a criminal.


  “Looks like you’re last. What are you going to do?” I asked, turning to the girl with long wavy hair. She’d been the one trying to figure out how strong I was. 


  She was gaping at me in disbelief. “Who…are you?”


  “You’re adventurers, and you seriously didn’t realize this is Arius?” Allen, who’d been watching up until that point, snarled as he gave her a threatening look. “Hey, B-rank brat, you should be grateful he didn’t kill your friends.”


  “Allen, they’re just kids. You don’t have to scare them that much,” I chastised.


  “Wait, Arius? You don’t mean…Arius the SSS-rank adventurer? I thought he’d disappeared from Carnell…” the girl muttered.


  Were people saying that because I hadn’t been visiting Carnell as often?


  “You…really are the SSS-rank adventurer Arius?” she asked again.


  “Before worrying about that, isn’t there something you should be saying?” Jessica snapped as she loomed over the girl. She’d been doing her best to hold herself back until then. She’d tried to say something sooner, but Allen had beaten her to it. “Apologize to him for doing such a stupid thing. Or do you want him to beat you to a pulp too?”


  Jessica was seriously angry. If I left her to her own devices, she would probably be the one to beat the girl to a pulp.


  “A-Arius, I’m sorry…” the girl stammered with a deep bow, caving to Jessica’s pressure.


  “Hey, Jessica, I think we can forgive them now,” I said.


  “Arius, you’re too soft on girls.” Jessica pouted.


  She was right. I do think I’m soft on girls. But she also picked a fight with me five years earlier.


  “Anyway, wake them up. If they pick a fight with me again, I won’t go so easy on them,” I told the girl and asked the master to bring a bucket of water for her to dump on her friends’ heads.


  “Ack, gah, Rei, what are you doing?!”


  The first one to wake up was Helga, the pigtail girl. She didn’t look like she understood what was going on right away, but she bared her teeth like a dog and took a fighting stance when she noticed me.


  “Helga, stop! We were crushed. Nobody else lays a hand on him, not if you don’t want to die!” Rei hissed coldly.


  Helga clicked her tongue. The other four were awake as well, but they didn’t seem interested in continuing the fight.


  “Well, it’s a good lesson, isn’t it? Only pick a fight once you’ve taken a good look at the other person,” remarked Marcia with a grin. She’d still been focused on the food and drink during the ruckus. “And our very generous Arius will be treating everyone to food, so we can call this all taken care of, right?”


  All the adventurers around us cheered at Marcia’s remark. I hadn’t said I’d do anything like that, but I ended up buying all the adventurers’ food anyway. 


  “You really are generous, Arius.”


  “Marcia, you… It’s your fault he had to buy food for everyone, including those bratty girls! Could you at least try to reconsider how you act?!”


  “What are you on about, Jessica? Arius doesn’t care about those tiny details.”


  I didn’t really care if it was just treating people to a meal. However, it did annoy me a bit that Marcia made me do it.


  The girls I’d fought with, the Bloody Hounds, were eating at a table at the edge of the room now. There was a variety of emotions in the looks they kept shooting me.


  “Having them look at me like that reminds me of you, Jessica,” I said. 


  When I’d visited Carnell with Grey and Selena five years ago, the rest of the adventurers immediately accepted me into the group, partly because they already knew Grey and Selena. The only one who picked a fight with me was Jessica, who was fifteen at the time.


  “A-Arius! I was not as bad as them!” she cried.


  Yeah, her situation was completely different because she admired Grey and Selena.


  After whispering among themselves, the Bloody Hounds seemed to come to a decision as they got up and came over to me.


  “So…are you really Arius, the SSS-rank adventurer?” asked Helga, looking guilty. She’d looked ready to come at me again when Rei had dumped that water on her head, but she seemed to realize how much she’d messed up when she heard my rank.


  “People who can’t judge their opponent’s strength definitely shouldn’t be picking fights,” I told her. “That’ll only end with your early death.”


  Helga grimaced and went quiet. She probably couldn’t think of anything to say in response, as I had knocked her out without giving her a chance to fight back.


  “Arius, we are very sorry about what we did. And you even bought us food afterward…” Rei said with a low bow of her head. She must have been the leader of the Hounds.


  “If you’ve learned your lesson, then it doesn’t matter anymore. And I’m not going to make a big deal out of something like food. Go ahead and order whatever food and drinks you want.”


  “That’s an SSS-rank adventurer for you. They earn way more than we do!” exclaimed short bob with a grin, the one who’d been about to draw her weapon.


  “Rouge, don’t joke around too much!” Rei scolded. It seemed like a hassle being this rowdy group’s leader.


  “Arius, it was seriously cool how you knocked us all out!”


  “Yeah! He moved so fast, I couldn’t see him at all!”


  “How do we train to be able to move like that?”


  Ponytail, blunt bangs, and long straight hair looked incredibly curious. They didn’t regret their actions at all.


  “Not all of you too… Arius, I really am sorry for everything!” Rei exclaimed. “I’ll give them a talking to afterward.”


  “I doubt they’ll ever seriously regret what they did, but I’m not really angry anyway. I don’t care what you do, so long as it doesn’t involve me.” I shrugged. 


  There was nothing I could do about them if they weren’t going to learn their lesson until they got burned, since I wasn’t planning on looking out for them that much.


  “I will give you one warning, though,” I said. “If you want to have free rein to do whatever you want, get stronger.”


  You needed strength to have your way, but these girls were only B-rank adventurers. That, and they were making enemies of their fellow adventurers by saying arrogant things like they’re going to be the next S-rank party in town after the Silver Wing. They’d have no choice but to work at it on their own, and they had a long way to go still. 


  “Wait, hold on!” Helga barged in. “I saw exactly how much more powerful you are; I lost without having a chance against you. I can see I let my head get big.” She looked at me with sincere eyes. “Arius, I’m very sorry. Please forgive me.”


  The rest of the Hounds, other than Rei, looked like Helga had spoiled their fun because they’d thought she was like them. But you know, I kind of like people who learn from their mistakes and try to be better.


  “Helga, what happens next is up to you, but don’t go expecting things from me,” I stressed. “I don’t have enough time to take care of someone like you.”


  “I know that. Besides, like I could ask you for anything now…”


  “I could at least introduce you to someone who’ll train you. Gale, would you look out for Helga for me? She’ll pay you for your time, of course.”


  Gale and his party hadn’t been taking dungeon diving very seriously, which meant they had time to kill. I did have one other reason for asking him.


  “I don’t mind looking out for a kid like her, but Missy, you’d better know I’m not as nice as Arius,” he answered. He didn’t complain despite me suddenly dragging him into the conversation. He was surprisingly caring. 


  Helga narrowed her eyes as she gauged how strong Gale was. “I don’t know how strong you are. I know it’s weird for me to ask, seeing as I’m the one you’d be helping, but can I test you?”


  “Sure, I don’t mind. Just don’t complain if I hurt you.”


  The sparring match between Helga and Gale was over in a second. He blasted her back the second the match started, then he leveled his sword at her as she lay in a daze. That was the end. It was the obvious outcome, of course, seeing as he was well over level 200.


  “All right, I get it… You crushed me,” Helga huffed, immediately accepting her defeat. 


  Besides Rei, the other girls in the group grumbled about how there was no way Helga should’ve lost to an old guy like Gale.


  “Say whatever you want,” Helga snapped at them. “Gale, I don’t care if I have to be your servant; just teach me how to fight.”


  “I like your resolve, Missy. Sure, I’ll train you up.”


  I don’t want to talk badly about Gale too much, but he’d stagnated as an adventurer. He was satisfied with his current situation; being an A-rank adventurer meant he didn’t have to worry about money. Everybody was free to decide for themselves if they wanted to improve or not, but I sort of had the feeling that Gale had lost sight of his goals. I kind of hoped training Helga might be a good incentive for him to get back out there. That was the other reason I’d asked him to look out for her.


  “Helga, are you betraying us?” demanded Rouge, the short-bob girl, with a sharp look in Helga’s direction.


  “Don’t be stupid. People are free to join and leave parties whenever they want,” Helga retorted.


  While Rouge might have some stupid things in mind, she probably wouldn’t lay a hand on Helga since Gale was looking out for her.


  “Hey, Rei, what are you going to do?” I asked. Unlike the other four, Rei was earnest. If she wanted, I could introduce her to another party.


  “Arius, I… I have a responsibility to take care of the others.”


  She wasn’t going to abandon them because she was the leader? She was in for a rough time.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” Jessica whispered in my ear. “I’ll tell the other adventurers to keep an eye on them if they cross paths in the dungeon. You seriously do have a soft spot for girls.”


  “Thanks, Jessica.”


  That was all we could do. Rei was an adventurer as well, so what happened next was her responsibility.


  ***


  THAT day, I was going to be meeting Princess Ellyse, as I had agreed to with Eric. We’d arranged to meet after classes finished for the day. After going to morning practice with everyone, I skipped class and went to Hades’s Arena. Just as class was finishing, I went back to the Academy to meet in front of the gates.


  “It’s not often that you’re at the Academy this late,” remarked Sophia, who’d happened to pass by with Milia.


  “Next we’ll have rain on a sunny day,” Milia added, and the two smiled teasingly.


  “Actually, I’ve been in the dungeon since morning practice, but I promised Eric I’d come back,” I explained.


  “I thought it would take something like that,” said Sophia. “But your clothes… If you’re meeting Eric, shouldn’t you go to his salon?”


  I was pretty dressed up in a silk shirt, jacket, and an ascot.


  “If it were only Eric and me, but there’s going to be one other person, so we’re going out to eat.” 


  Eric picked a restaurant the royals frequented, so I had to observe their dress code.


  “Huh? Another person?” Milia asked.


  As we talked, a black carriage with gold trim pulled up in front of the gates.


  “Master Arius Gilberto, I’ve come to escort you,” greeted the driver from the high driver’s seat. She looked like an old lady, with a resolute manner. Her back was perfectly straight, and she perfectly suited the driver’s uniform. She was quite high-level, so I guessed she was probably Princess Ellyse’s lady-in-waiting and guard.


  “You’re…” Sophia began. She seemed to know the old woman.


  “Lady Sophia, my apologies for failing to greet you. I wish we could speak more, but we have another engagement today. Master Arius, please step inside.” The old woman opened the door to the carriage.


  “Sorry, you two. I promised I’d go,” I said to the girls. 


  “Yeah, of course. Say hi to Prince Eric for us,” Milia said.


  Sophia didn’t say anything. She was acting a bit weird, but not so much that I needed to worry about it.


  Ellyse was inside the carriage, luxurious golden hair fanned behind her, and blue eyes as deep as the sea. She was an imposing beauty. Right now, she wasn’t in her school uniform, but a blue gown that bared her shoulders. It was a close-fitting design that showcased her slim waist and legs. She was well-endowed in the other areas.


  “Princess Ellyse. I suppose I should say it’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Arius Gilberto, son of Chief Minister Darius Gilberto.”


  Ellyse and I had seen each other when the final exam grades had been posted, but we hadn’t made formal introductions, and she was a princess. I hate stuffy customs, but I do know my etiquette.


  “I know who you are. And it doesn’t seem like I need to introduce myself.”


  The carriage slowly pulled away. Was Eric going to meet us there?


  “Eric told me that you wanted to talk to me,” she said coolly. “If you’re planning to lecture me on how I need to return to Granbride, it won’t work. I said I will never return to that country, and I meant it.”


  There seemed to be some sort of misunderstanding. Had Eric not explained the situation to her?


  Just then, I received a Message from him. “Something has come up at the last minute. I’m sorry, but please handle the meeting with Ellyse on your own.”


  Right. So that’s what was happening.


  “Princess Ellyse, it seems we’ve been played by Eric. I just received a Message from him saying something has come up.”


  “I see… That is very like him.” She chuckled wryly. Eric was her brother, so she understood exactly who he was.


  Which reminded me, there was a scene in the Love Academy game with Ellyse in a carriage. If you invited any of the love interests on a date other than Eric or Zeke, she would barge in, so it would end up being a date with the three of you.


  “I see you refer to Eric without his title. Rather brave of you to refer to a royal without his title.”


  I could tell that wasn’t an attack. She was trying to see how I’d react.


  “Part of it is because he said he doesn’t mind, but it’s also just because we’re friends. If you dislike it, I could make sure to use his title when you’re around.”


  “You know…you’re either honest to a fault or just as brave as the rumors say.” She looked exasperated. “But anyway. What you’re saying is that you were tricked by Eric? If that’s the case, you don’t have to force yourself to spend time with me. I don’t know what Eric told you, but I have no intention of dragging you into my problems.”


  She sounded like she was pushing me away, but I got the impression she was trying to be considerate of me.


  “I’ll settle things with Eric later for this, but it is true that I wanted to speak with you, Your Highness. I’m interested in you.”


  I was curious about this Ellyse, who was so clearly different from the Love Academy game’s portrayal, and the fact that she was going to sacrifice herself for her country only made me more curious.


  “Interested in me? When I got back to Ronaudia, I found you’re all anyone can talk about. I really doubt you’re struggling to find girls,” she replied with hooded eyes.


  “No, I don’t mean it that way. I have absolutely no interest in you as a woman. And just to be clear, I never had any intentions of trying to convince you to return to Granbride.”


  “Saying you have absolutely no interest in me as a woman is quite rude in itself…but do you really mean it when you say you aren’t going to try to convince me to go back?”


  She studied me with suspicion. Eric hadn’t explained why I wanted to talk to her, so I understood her reacting this way. Most people would assume I planned to get Eric to owe me one by convincing her to go back to Granbride.


  “Hiding it from you is like lying, so I’ll just be straight with you,” I said. “Eric knows about the situation you’re in. You probably know that Eric can get any information he needs. What I want is to know what your true intentions are.”


  “My true intentions… Hmm, what does this mean? It looks like Eric trusts you quite a lot. It’s very rare for that boy to trust other people.” She stared at me with curiosity, but at least it seemed like she was open to talking.


  “You’re welcome to trust me or not, but I’m interested in you as a person, not as a woman or a princess.”


  ***


  “SOPHIA, what’s wrong?” Milia asked, looking at me with worry after Arius left.


  “Nothing. I’m fine.”


  It was true that there wasn’t anything to be worried about. That woman in the driver’s seat of the carriage was Rozetta Williams. She was Princess Ellyse’s attendant, which meant Princess Ellyse was inside the carriage.


  Why was Arius with the princess? Arius had said he was going to be meeting Prince Eric, but I didn’t see him.


  “Looks like Arius has gone out,” a voice came unexpectedly.


  I turned and saw Prince Eric with his usual smile.


  Milia looked surprised. “Your Highness, I thought you were with Arius.”


  “Something came up last minute. I asked Arius to look after Princess Ellyse for me.”


  “Oh, was that the other person Arius mentioned?” Milia had a mix of emotions on her face. She also seemed to realize Prince Eric manipulated things, but she didn’t know why he would do that, and neither did I.


  “I asked Arius to help me with something that has to do with Ellyse,” he explained as if he’d read our thoughts. “They’re going to be interacting a lot from now on, and I believe it would be best if they got to know each other.” Apparently, he wasn’t going to be hiding what he was doing.


  “What are you having him do?” I wondered.


  “I will tell you two that I’m getting him involved in something complicated. I’m sorry, but I can’t say anything more than that.”


  “But, Your Highness…”


  It was easy to imagine what it was: there was only one complicated thing involving Princess Ellyse.


  “This is a problem for my sister and me, so feel free to do as you wish. You in particular, Sophia… You don’t have to act as my fiancée. You can be open with your feelings. That’s all I can say at this point.” He turned away from us to leave.


  “Wait, Your Highness! What does that mean?” I asked.


  “I can’t give you that answer. Only you can. And, Sophia, I welcome whatever answer you come up with.” He left without turning back.


  “Sophia… When I see Arius, I’ll try asking him,” Milia offered.


  I knew how she felt about Arius. She was my dear friend after all… And Arius was also my dear… Anyway, if he was doing something difficult, then I wanted to do what I could for him. Not that I knew if I would be of any help…


  ***


  THE princess and I rode the carriage slowly through the capital’s streets. It was still a while until the usual dinner time, but Princess Ellyse was going to draw attention wherever we went, which meant inside the carriage was the best place to talk without being overheard. As an extra measure, I’d cast Sound Isolation.


  She stared at me in silence, like she sort of half trusted me and half didn’t, as if she suspected me of something. I guess it made sense she wouldn’t trust me right away.


  “You say you’re interested in me as a person, not as a woman and not as a princess. If that’s the case, you don’t need to treat me like a princess. Call me Ellyse, and I’ll call you Arius,” she said.


  “All right. So, why is it you hate nobles, Ellyse?”


  She looked at me in astonishment for a moment, then suddenly started giggling. I didn’t remember saying anything funny.


  “You immediately start speaking casually with me when I tell you not to use my title. I was wondering what was going on with you referring to Eric without his title, but it looks like you have none of the conventional wisdom of a noble despite being Chief Minister Darius’s son.”


  It sounded like Ellyse also respected my father. He had been of the lowest rank of nobility, a knight, before becoming the royal chief minister, so there were quite a few nobles who called him an upstart behind his back. No one doubted his skill, though, and it wasn’t just because he saved the country from the Crisis of Ronaudia eighteen years ago. Since becoming chief minister, he’d used his political prowess to resolve a variety of domestic and international problems.


  “Conventional wisdom of a noble… I’m aware of it, but I honestly don’t care for it. I don’t use Eric’s title because we’re friends. I’m speaking casually to you because I figured you wouldn’t care, seeing as you told me not to use your title. I can stop if you don’t like it,” I offered. 


  “I don’t dislike it. I was just surprised because most people would have refused even if I told them to. You’re not doing it intentionally to make me like you, are you? I also don’t like the customs of nobility, even if they were necessary.”


  Authoritarianism is the most efficient form of government, and most countries in this world were authoritarian. The customs of nobility were rooted in authoritarianism and made the system easy to understand. It made society function, so they were necessary, but some nobles obsessed with them seemed to forget that the customs were a means to an end, not the end itself.


  “There are nobles who are so hung up on an authoritarian noble society and its customs that they forget to think for themselves,” I mused out loud. “There’s nothing fun about talking to those kinds of people. Is that why you don’t go to social events?”


  “From the sounds of it, you and I feel the same way. I hate people who mistakenly believe they’re special just because they’re born into royalty or nobility. I hate high society because it forces people to think that way as a means to protect their personal interests.”


  Even though she was complaining, Ellyse seemed to be enjoying herself. Probably because being a princess meant she could never say these things other than to someone like me who felt the same way.


  “Do you think your father had a large influence on you thinking that way?” I asked. “He was the person who made my father chief minister despite the opposition from the nobility.”


  “Probably. The king is a strong man who uses the authoritarian system well and does whatever it takes for the good of Ronaudia. I respect him.”


  From her soft smile, I could feel both love and respect for her father. But he’d used her as a tool to obtain a strategic marriage.


  “You probably heard from Eric about the situation I’m in. If you’re not going to convince me to go back to Granbride, is it because you feel bad for me?” she asked. 


  “No, it’s because this is something for you to decide for yourself. I think you’re strong enough to accomplish almost anything you put your mind to, but you are up against the crown prince of Granbride. You came back to Ronaudia because you thought you were in danger over there, didn’t you?”


  I’d used Evaluate on her, so I knew she was strong enough to rival Eric, but Crown Prince Dominic could use his authority to make it difficult for her to protect herself in Granbride, which was full of enemies.


  “If you stay here,” I continued, “even Prince Dominic won’t be able to touch you. But you’re still planning on going back, aren’t you?”


  “You see everything, don’t you? I’m a princess of Ronaudia. I won’t insist on having my way. It doesn’t matter what kind of person Prince Dominic is; strengthening the relationship between Granbride and Ronaudia will benefit our country.”


  Eric had told me about Ellyse, so I’d expected her to respond like this, but I wasn’t trying to ask her about her duty or responsibility as a royal.


  “You told Eric to tell Prince Dominic that you’re never going back to Granbride,” I pointed out. 


  “Oh, but Eric would never just do as I say and relay my message. I know more than anyone that that boy is conniving. I can go back to Granbride feeling safe because I’ll have him with me.”


  Both Eric and Ellyse had been called geniuses, and people had talked about how they were rivals for the throne until it was decided that Ellyse would marry Prince Dominic. But talking to Ellyse now made me feel like their relationship was like that of any brother and sister. I didn’t see a single trace of rivalry between them.


  “I see. What is your relationship like with Zeke?”


  “I worried about him because all he ever did was compare himself to Eric and me, but…he’s changed since the last time I saw him. It’s like he’s put something behind him. He was even pretty uppity and saying he would help me with Prince Dominic.”


  Zeke had been worried about Ellyse, and it looked like they had a chance to talk. Ellyse seemed to see both Eric and Zeke as her cute little brothers.


  “Are you close with Zeke as well, Arius?”


  “Yeah, sort of. He puts on a tough face, but he’s actually an open, good guy.”


  “You seem to understand him pretty well too. I think I understand why Eric wanted me to talk to you. I wonder, are you part of the reason why Zeke has changed?” She smiled teasingly. “I wasn’t expecting someone as likable as you when I heard you’re history’s youngest SSS-rank adventurer. Seems your personality isn’t half bad.”


  So, she knew I was an SSS-rank adventurer.


  “Eric didn’t tell me. I am the first princess of Ronaudia; I’ve got my connections. But I wasn’t certain until just now.”


  She tricked me into revealing it myself? She wasn’t someone to take lightly.


  “The fact that I’m an SSS-rank adventurer isn’t relevant right now,” I said. 


  “You’re not even going to try and deny it? Won’t it become a hassle if people find out that the son of the chief minister of Ronaudia is one of only ten SSS-rank adventurers in the world?”


  “If you tell people and being a noble gets in the way of my adventuring, then all I have to do is renounce my title. I have siblings, a little brother and sister who are still kids, and they will be forced to take over the chief minister position, but I’ll do everything I can to support them when the time comes.”


  The SSS-rank adventurer Arius was also believed to be working with Demon King Alanis, which meant things would get complicated in a totally different way if people found out who I really was. But Darius and Rhea told me to ask them for help if that happened, and Eric said he would support me as well.


  Ellyse stared at me. “You really don’t care about your status. You don’t think it would be irresponsible to forsake your responsibility as a noble?”


  “The Gilberto March has no vassals. Even if neither my brother nor sister takes up the title, our land will just be returned to the kingdom. We only superficially govern it. There are some people we employ, ladies-in-waiting and family tutors, but we could introduce them to other places of employment. I’m even in a position to give them enough money to protect their lifestyle in the future.”


  That didn’t seem good enough for Ellyse. “That doesn’t change the fact that it’s irresponsible toward your parents and siblings.”


  “You’re right. It’s just because they’re called my family that it’s seen as abandoning my responsibility. But even if the Gilberto March had any vassals, I’d still make the same decision. I am sorry, but if it comes down to giving up nobility or giving up adventuring, I’m going to give up my nobility.”


  “So, you’re insisting on having your way even though you know it’s irresponsible?”


  She was right to question it.


  “Yes. I’m selfish,” I agreed. “I don’t plan to stop doing what I want to do, not for anyone. If I cause trouble for anyone, I’ll do what I can to make up for it. You can call me shameless if you want—you’d be right.”


  “You’re perfectly happy to sacrifice others for your own sake?” She looked at me accusatorily. 


  “No, that’s not the same thing. I want to protect the people who are important to me, but there’s no guarantee that carrying on my father’s title will protect them. I don’t think it’s right to let yourself be bound by the expectations and responsibilities others place on you. You’re the one who makes decisions for yourself in the end. I don’t think it matters what decision you make so long as you’re ready to take responsibility for what happens afterward.”


  I didn’t think so highly of myself that I believed I could handle the responsibility for just anything that happened. I was just prepared to be criticized for being unable to handle it and to carry the weight of what I’d done. When it all came down to it, I was only going to do what I wanted to do.


  Ellyse stared at me in silence, like her deep blue eyes were trying to read my true feelings.


  “Arius, do you think you can talk like that because you’re strong?”


  “There are plenty of people stronger than me, and there are different types of strength. In my opinion, you’re plenty strong in all sorts of ways.”


  “All sorts of ways? What are you trying to say?” Her eyes flashed with provocation. I had expected that reaction.


  “I mean that with how strong you are, not marrying Prince Dominic is an option for you. In the most basic sense of strength, you can beat most people, but that’s not everything. Information gathering is a fundamental skill for adventurers, so I’ve looked into you. You run Mariano & Co. under a fake name. That’s one of the top five trading companies in Ronaudia. You’re contributing to Ronaudia with the profits from that alone.”


  Eric hadn’t told me that; I needed to get hold of information about nobles and royals to understand the state of things in the world.


  “That’s not all, either,” I continued. “You could call Mariano & Co. a secondary, unofficial information network for Ronaudia. Well, Eric has his own organization as well, so maybe you’d have to call it the tertiary network, but you’ve been leaking information from Granbride to Ronaudia the entire time you’ve been studying abroad there, haven’t you?”


  I worked with some excellent intel brokers. There wasn’t a piece of information Beck Norton couldn’t get about the royals or nobles of Ronaudia, even if he was a piece of work.


  Ellyse had been listening in silence up until this point, when she gave a satisfied smile. “I think I’m done… I don’t know how you found that out, but I can see why Eric relies on you. So, Arius, are you really that interested in me?”


  “I meant it, and I’m only more interested after talking to you today.”


  “Well…I’m honored. And I’m incredibly interested in you. In various ways.” She smiled teasingly. It was an expression that made her look like a grown woman, despite being only one year older than me.


  “If you decide to go a different direction and really mean it, then I’ll do what I can to help you.” I wasn’t saying that because I promised Eric. After talking to Ellyse and getting to know her as a person, I wanted to help her.


  “Arius, are you trying to woo me?”


  “I told you earlier. I’m interested in you as a person. Enough so that if you are serious about what you’re doing, I want to help.”


  “Fine. We’ll say that’s it for today.” A smile spread across her entire face. I didn’t know what she was so happy about, but it was a beautiful smile with not a hint of a shadow.


  “We’re not just saying that’s it… Ugh, fine.”


  “Let’s stop with all this serious talk for now, Arius. You’re my escort today, aren’t you? And Eric has great taste in restaurants, so I have high expectations for this one.”


  “I did promise to have dinner with you. The least I can do is be your escort.”


  “Does that mean you have no choice but to do it because you promised Eric you would?” Her expression was teasing.


  And if that was what she wanted… I leaned in close, staring into her blue eyes, as deep as the ocean.


  “A-Arius… Wh-what are you…?” She was taken aback by the unexpected move.


  I put on an exaggerated smile. “Of course, it isn’t because I have to. It is my honor to escort a woman as beautiful as you, Ellyse.”


  I’d done it just to tease her back, but for some reason, she turned bright red.


  As the capital streets sank into the dark of night, the carriage came to a stop in front of a fancy-looking restaurant. Guess that was the one that Eric had made a reservation for.


  We put on masks that covered the top half of our faces before stepping out of the carriage. They must have decided it would be bad if Ellyse were seen having dinner with another man, seeing as she was engaged to Dominic. And, as I promised, I escorted her into the restaurant.


  The inside was illuminated by magic items emitting a blue glow. The music from a chamber orchestra filled the high-ceilinged hall while fancily dressed people danced.


  I later learned that the restaurant Eric booked for us was currently the most popular in the capital among young nobles. Not that I cared about that.


  The people in the restaurant stared at us as we walked in, our arms linked. You could easily tell Ellyse was beautiful even with a mask on, and she had perfect proportions, so I understand why she’d draw attention. 


  And maybe you should expect it from a princess, but she didn’t care at all about the eyes on us.


  “I heard that you barely spend time with girls other than when you’re dancing at social events, but you escort very well,” she said.


  “I’m not good at talking to noble girls. Listening to people talk about romance and the latest gossip is mind-numbingly boring.”


  Information on nobles had political value, but I didn’t think it was important to know who was in love with whom or who was dating whom.


  “I agree it’s boring, but I’m not sure I believe you when you say you’re not good with girls. You’re used to interacting with them, and you’re tall and handsome. I’m sure you’re very popular.”


  “Don’t make fun of me like that. Eric’s more popular than I am.”


  “I’ll agree he is popular, but he’s a completely different type from you. And honestly, I’d say my type is more…” she trailed and giggled.


  She was making fun of me, wasn’t she?


  We climbed a spiral staircase and entered a private room that overlooked the hall. It was the VIP room Eric had reserved for us. I cast Sound Isolation just in case.


  The restaurant’s food was a little avant-garde, and the serving staff brought out a series of dishes I’d never seen before. It didn’t taste bad, but I preferred something more unpretentious. 


  Ellyse and I talked constantly while we ate. We talked about our families, school, and other unimportant matters. She told me how people had considered Eric a genius ever since he was a child, but he’d never made any enemies because he was too good at what he did. Zeke had more in him than he believed, yet he did nothing but compare himself to Eric, which frustrated Ellyse.


  I talked about my family too, but Ellyse already knew a lot about Darius and Rhea. When I mentioned the twins, Sirius and Alicia, Ellyse got excited and insisted on meeting them. She’d never met them because she didn’t go to social events, but maybe she liked children or something?


  Then we talked about her time studying abroad in Granbride. According to her, her college classes were boring because they were a stuffy lump of authoritarian ideology.


  “I feel like Vern would be likely to skip stuffy classes,” I said.


  “Vern is the third prince of Granbride who’s studying in the Academy, isn’t he? We were each other’s exchange students. What is he like?”


  “I guess if I had to make it short, he’s a bit of an overbearing meathead, but he’s not a bad guy.”


  Ellyse chuckled. “Overbearing meathead? Sounds like your stereotypical imperial knight. But the way you talk makes it sound like you two are close.”


  “All we do is have lunch and practice together. Everyone started practicing together for the Combat Tournament we had a little while ago, and they’re still going. Even Zeke, Sasha, and Sophia go. I stop by occasionally.”


  Ellyse knew Sophia and Sasha, and the two of them were worried about Ellyse.


  “Sasha and Sophia?” she asked. “You say you’re bad with noble girls, but it doesn’t seem like that at all.” She looked at me with exasperation, but there was a flash of warm feelings toward the other two girls.


  “Sophia’s my friend. I haven’t talked too much to Sasha, but it’s obvious even from afar that she really cares for Zeke.”


  “You really do see people for who they are, don’t you? I’m glad you’re Eric’s and Zeke’s friend.” Ellyse turned into a kind older sister whenever we talked about Eric and Zeke.


  “Eric and I are good enough friends that I’ll forgive him for playing me. After I get him back later,” I vowed. 


  “Is that really being friends? Even I wouldn’t say he’s just taking advantage of you…”


  “I don’t hate that about him.”


  “I think I’m starting to understand your relationship with him. At first, I couldn’t believe that Eric would rely on anyone, but the two of you really do trust each other. Now I’m even more interested in you.”


  Ellyse didn’t have any preconceptions of me. She was taking in what I was saying and thinking.


  “Arius, you said that you only do what you want to do, but isn’t it just that what you really want to do in the end is to protect the people you care about?” She just threw exactly what she was thinking right at me, and that made me feel comfortable.


  “You’re giving me too much credit. I just want to get stronger. Being stronger does make it possible to protect the people important to me, but that’s not the main goal. Fights so hard that it could go either way, where I can feel my soul being worn down, where I can feel myself getting stronger, those are so much fun I can’t get enough.” I was also telling Ellyse exactly what I was thinking.


  “Meaning, what you’re after is strength. Then, for example, if you had to quit as an adventurer to protect the people you care about, what would you do?”


  “I’d quit. I can get stronger without being an adventurer.”


  “All right. Then, if you had to stop getting stronger to protect someone? Basically, a situation where you’d have to sacrifice yourself in order to protect someone else.”


  “I can’t give a simple answer to that question. I’d keep trying until the very end, thinking until the last moment for a way to both protect the person and help myself. And if I still couldn’t find a way, then, well, if it was someone who really was important to me…”


  “I understand, Arius. You’re very honest with yourself.” Ellyse looked happy for some reason. I had no idea why, though. “I really am glad I got to talk to you, Arius. I feel better knowing you’re by Eric and Zeke’s side. And Sophia and Sasha’s.” Ellyse smiled. She seemed to be trying to hide her sorrow that she couldn’t be there herself, but I got a glimpse anyway.


  “Ellyse, let me ask you one more time: do you want to marry Dominic?” I knew I was treading all over someone else’s situation, but what mattered to me most was what Ellyse wanted to do.


  “Don’t make me keep repeating myself. I don’t plan to insist on having my way.” She smiled teasingly, but she wasn’t fooling me.


  “That’s not what I’m asking. I want to know how you feel. I understand the political significance of your marriage to Dominic, but I really do believe there are ways for you to support Ronaudia other than through a political marriage. That’s why I’m asking about how you really feel.”


  She frowned. “Then you know that there’s no point in talking about it.”


  I didn’t need her to say the answer out loud anymore.


  “If that’s the case, then let Eric and me handle things.”


  “Arius…what do you mean?”


  “We’re going to take Dominic down to break off your engagement with him. Eric has pulled strings and received approval from King Albert and the emperor of Granbride. Now all we need is irrefutable proof that will let us take him down.”


  “J-Just wait a moment… Arius, are you serious about doing this?”


  “Yes. It helps that you’re so quick on the uptake.”


  Most people would struggle to keep up with the sudden news, but Ellyse immediately understood. Guess you could expect that from Eric’s sister.


  “Understanding what you’re talking about and believing it are two different things. I’m sorry, Arius, but I just can’t believe this. I might believe it from Eric, but you have no reason to go to these lengths for me!”


  “It’s not just for you. I have several reasons for doing this. One is that I just don’t like Dominic. The other is that Eric says he’s going to destroy him—of course, I’m going to help. Besides, talking to you gave me another reason. If you really do choose another path, I will help you.”


  “I can’t choose another path…” Her gaze fell to the ground.


  I put a hand under her chin, raising her head so I could look into her unsteady blue eyes. “Ellyse. Be honest. What is it that you want to do?”


  A strong gleam steadily grew in her unsteady eyes. “Arius, I… I don’t want to marry someone like Dominic. I want to contribute to Ronaudia through my own strength!”


  “Then it’s decided. Eric and I will take down Dominic and break off your engagement.”


  “You’re forgetting about me. I’m not going to leave all of this to someone else now that I’ve decided to do it. I’m the one who wants to clock Dominic the most!” She gave a dauntless smile. That expression was exactly like Eric’s.


  Just then, there was a knock, and the door to the VIP room opened. The server had apparently come to confirm our order, but they took one look at us, bowed, and closed the door without a word.


  Ellyse and I were inches away and staring at each other, but they most assuredly misunderstood what was happening. Realizing what was going on, Ellyse must have felt embarrassed because she suddenly turned bright red.


  “But anyway… You really are honest, saying you’re not doing it just for me. Most girls would fall for you if you told them it was all for them, even if you were lying,” she said.


  “I don’t want a misunderstanding to make someone fall for me. If it were you, you’d find out the truth later, which would disenchant you.”


  “I would never be disenchanted with you.”


  “Why not?”


  “It’s obvious, isn’t it? You’re special to me.” Her lips turned up in a smile as she looked at me with her deep blue eyes. “Arius, when are you thinking of going to Granbride?”


  “Eric is in the process of making his plan, which will take time to prepare, but we were talking about leaving once summer break starts.”


  “Then we have some time… I’ll regularly go to the Academy until summer break. You better be ready for it.”


  I didn’t really know what I needed to be ready for, but I welcomed the fact that Ellyse would be making her own moves too.


  “I’ve been skipping class lately. I’m barely ever at the Academy,” I told her. 


  “Then let’s register each other for Messages. I’m going to make you take responsibility for making me feel this way.”


  “Sure, I’ll take responsibility for making you do this.”


  “That’s not how I meant… Oh well, I guess I can’t do anything else about that right now.”


  Even I could guess what she was trying to say when she was being this obvious. The thing was that it was the first day we’d ever spoken, so she was surely only messing with me. Right?


  ***


  AFTER parting ways with Ellyse, I went to the Gilberto mansion. I’d already sent a Message saying I was coming home.


  “Arius, it’s abnormal not to feel like it’s been a long time since we’ve talked,” said Darius.


  Since I’d made him and my mom worry about what had happened with Abel, I’d visited them the day that I got back from Guardial to tell them I was okay. I’d also told them most of what was going on with Alanis. But I hadn’t told them I’d fought her. It’d only make them worry more.


  It was already past ten at night, so Sirius and Alicia were fast asleep. They’d probably complain about it later, but it should be fine. I’d seen them when I stopped by to tell my parents about Abel.


  “You’re here because of Princess Ellyse, is that right?” Darius asked.


  He and Rhea obviously already knew that Ellyse was back from Granbride. My mom was all smiles.


  “How much do you two already know?” I asked back.


  “About how you’re involved in the plan to break off the engagement between Princess Ellyse and Crown Prince Dominic? Prince Eric told us. He was trying to be considerate and not get your help without our permission.”


  “And we know you went on a date with Princess Ellyse,” Rhea teased. “We can’t leave you alone with the ladies, can we?”


  “Just to be clear, Eric set Ellyse and me up,” I stressed. 


  “Oh, you’re referring to Princess Ellyse without her title, are you? We really can’t leave you alone.”


  We were getting nowhere.


  “Well, this will be faster if you already know everything,” I said, trying to redirect the conversation. “Eric and I are going to be picking a fight with Dominic. Is it safe to assume the two of you have already accepted what we’re going to do?”


  “We have no reason to stop you if it’s a decision you’ve made on your own,” Darius said.


  “And we know that there’s no point trying to stop you,” Rhea added.


  They were both unfazed, despite the fact that it could turn into an international incident if things went wrong.


  “Then I want you to tell me something. How much of what Eric and I are going to do has King Albert approved of?” I asked.


  Eric and I weren’t going to be holding back. We were going to be careful to try and avoid damaging the relationship between Ronaudia and Granbride, but our first priority was Ellyse. The countries’ relationship was second priority. I wasn’t that worried since Eric was the one working on it, but we did need to consider the worst-case scenario.


  “I think he’ll accept whatever happens,” answered Rhea. “The king regrets allowing the engagement between Princess Ellyse and Prince Dominic.”


  I’d expected my dad to answer my question. Ellyse had been seven and Dominic eleven when they became engaged, which meant no one had any idea about how much of a prick Dominic was—no one besides Ellyse and Eric.


  It wasn’t until Dominic was fifteen that people began to see his true nature. He’d started getting involved in shady plots around that time, and the emperor of Granbride gave him several warnings. Even so, Dominic only superficially obeyed the emperor. Behind the scenes, he was still doing dreadful things. Unable to stand by and do nothing, the emperor had suggested to King Albert that they nullify the engagement with Ellyse, but it was none other than Ellyse herself who opposed.


  “Princess Ellyse puts Ronaudia above all else,” Rhea went on. “She doesn’t care about sacrificing herself if it means benefiting the kingdom. That was why I honestly didn’t agree when Prince Eric started talking about breaking off her engagement with Prince Dominic. I felt it was belittling her resolve.”


  It seemed like my mom was close with Ellyse, even though she hadn’t made any appearances in the social sphere before going to study at the college in Granbride.


  “Prince Eric told me what happened to Princess Ellyse there in Granbride,” Rhea continued. “I’m guessing you’re so interested in doing this because Princess Ellyse has agreed?”


  “Eric really cares for Ellyse, but I did consider stopping Eric if Ellyse didn’t want his help,” I said. “I know how she really feels now, and I plan to break her engagement off no matter what it takes.” 


  “If that’s the case, we don’t need to hold back one bit. If it does damage the relationship with Granbride, your father and I will offer support when the time comes. You just give everything you have to help Princess Ellyse!”


  “I will, Mother.”


  Rhea didn’t talk like that often. It must be because of how much she cared about Ellyse. Looked like this wasn’t going to be a problem for the family.


  “On a different topic, there’s something I need to tell you two,” I began. “I haven’t told you before, but I’m going into extreme-difficulty dungeons on my own.”


  I’d promised Grey and Selena that I would tell my parents myself. Darius’s and Rhea’s eyes widened.


  “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, but I’m making sure I have a safety margin. As far as I’m concerned, I’m not taking too big a risk. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t stop me.”


  They were silent. It must have been that big of a shock. After waiting in silence for their answer, they, for some reason, suddenly burst into laughter.


  “Oh, I’m sorry, Arius. I was worried about what you were about to say, but that was all,” chuckled Darius.


  “Arius, do you really think we hadn’t guessed what you were doing?” asked Rhea.


  So, they’d figured it out a long time ago?


  “We were adventurers ourselves,” Darius said. “We’ve noticed how much stronger you keep getting even after starting classes at the Academy. We also knew you left Grey and Selena’s party, so the only reason an SSS-rank adventurer like you would still be getting stronger is if you were going solo into extreme-difficulty dungeons.”


  When he put it that way, it was weird to assume former SS-rank adventurers like them wouldn’t figure it out.


  “But don’t think we’re okay with you taking big risks,” Rhea cautioned. “We just don’t complain because we know you won’t listen to us even if we do say something. You’ll understand what it feels like when you have kids of your own.”


  They really did understand me.


  I did feel bad making them worry, but I wasn’t planning to stop getting stronger, so I couldn’t promise them I wouldn’t take risks. I definitely wasn’t going to get where I wanted to be—the same stage as Alanis—by taking half measures.


  “Mother, Father, I know this isn’t something you necessarily want to be thanked for, but thank you for watching over me.” That was all I could say.


  Just then, the door to the room burst open with a bang.


  “Arius!”


  “Ari!”


  The twins, Sirius and Alicia, ran in, looking delighted.


  “You’re back!” they both cried.


  “Sirius, Alicia, good to see you, but aren’t you two supposed to be in bed?”


  “How could we not know it was you when we heard your voice?!” Sirius exclaimed.


  “It’s unfair that only Mother and Father get to see you!” chimed in Alicia.


  Our parents looked uncomfortable.


  “We can’t do anything about it now that you two are awake, but don’t stay up too late,” Darius told them.


  “I’ll make some hot chocolate. You can have a little chat with Arius, and then it’s back to bed,” Rhea told them.


  “Mother, Father, thank you!” the twins cried.


  They sat down on either side of me and started talking nonstop. Spending time with them was making me feel a tiny bit like a brother.


  ***


  “YOU worthless worms! You’re weak, you’re too weak! How am I supposed to train against people like you?!”


  In the palace of Ishtobal, the hero Abel was sparring with the members of his party. It was five against one, but Abel was still winning by a landslide. He didn’t hold back in using the massive amount of mana he had as the hero, leaving the five members of the hero’s party unable to do anything.


  “It can’t be helped, my hero. You are too powerful,” Alisa said; she was uninjured. It didn’t matter how much mana someone had if they never hit you. Alisa was like a personification of that fact, but Abel had no idea that she was simply making it look like she was taking damage by flying back as if hit.


  I couldn’t win against the hero if I revealed my hand. I am sorry for the others, but they’ll have to put up with this for a little longer.


  Alisa had told the other members to fight without revealing their best skills and spells. If they did fight with everything they had, they could stand their ground against Abel if it were five against one. The only reason they didn’t was that Alisa had given up completely on the hero.


  There’s no way he’s going to defeat that monster… Abel is worthless, and I don’t plan on revealing my hand to someone who might be my enemy someday. We’ll just play around with him for a bit.


  Abel was under the misconception that he could win against not only Arius but also Demon King Alanis. Alisa had been the one to make him believe he could defeat Arius, but she didn’t actually believe he could. And she definitely didn’t believe he could defeat the demon king. She’d only seen a fragment of her power, but she knew the demon king was a true monster, the sort that the hero would be powerless against. The demon king was in an entirely different league, one where they shouldn’t even be talking about whether Abel could win against her or not.


  And Alisa had no intention of taking part in a fight she knew she’d lose.


  “Your mana is powerful, but you move like a beginner,” came a sudden voice. “And I’m meant to train this pile of dung?”


  Alisa was taken aback because she hadn’t noticed the man until he spoke, but she understood why the minute she saw him. It made sense, considering who it was.


  His hair and beard were white, and deep wrinkles carved into his face. He was well over seventy years old, but his body was like forged steel. He had a pleasant smile on his face, but he didn’t attempt to hide the sharp gleam in his eyes.


  “What the hell? Who are you? How’d you walk in here? What are my soldiers doing?” Abel demanded angrily, but the old man didn’t seem bothered at all.


  “If you’re going to talk nonsense, mutter it in your sleep,” the old man spat. “You’re the ones who called me here, or did you forget you made a request to the Adventurers Guild for someone to train you?”


  It was true that Abel had ordered Alisa to make that request, but normally it would be impossible for the Guild to send this person. Which meant it wasn’t the Guild. Something or someone bigger was pulling the strings.


  “You’re meant to train me?” Abel barked. “I have no need for an old fool. Bring me an SSS-rank adventurer to train me!”


  “Hm. You have a rather big mouth. Do you not know that you’re absolutely no match for an SSS-rank adventurer?”


  “What did you say?! Huh, looks to me like you want to die!” Massive amounts of mana burst from Abel’s body, but the old man just snorted with laughter.


  “The hero’s power is borrowed and nothing more. Seems I need to show this uppity brat the truth.”


  “Take this, you old fool!”


  Abel’s holy blade glowed with blinding light, and he instantly closed the distance between them before swinging, but the old man dodged by the slightest of margins and slammed his fist into Abel’s gut. The punch went straight through Abel’s orichalcum armor, sending Abel flying backward to crash against the wall.


  “Gah, agh… You bastard! I’ll kill you!”


  The only reason he could stand up despite coughing up large quantities of blood was that he’d activated his skill, the Heart of the Hero, which healed him from any injury, so long as he didn’t die.


  “Fools don’t learn if they don’t die, hm?” the old man grumbled. “But I can’t kill you.”


  The next moment, he was behind Abel, forcing Abel to the floor and preventing him from moving an inch.


  “You bastard! What are you doing?! I’m the hero. Do you think you can get away with this?!”


  Abel pushed out as much mana as he could to try to force himself to move, but his joints were completely locked, and he couldn’t budge an inch.


  The old man looked completely fed up. “No matter what you do, you can’t touch me. The Adventurers Guild is independent from all countries. If you’re not interested in listening to what I have to say, I’ll leave.”


  Having no other option because he really did seem like he was going to leave, Alisa stepped in. “My hero, this is the SSS-rank adventurer you asked us to bring. And he’s not just any SSS-rank adventurer. There is no better person to train you.”


  “What are you saying, Alisa? This old fool is an SSS-rank adventurer?”


  Alisa held back a sneer at Abel, still throwing insults. “This man is at the top of all SSS-rank adventurers, of which there are only ten in the world. He is a living legend, number one amongst SSS-rank adventurers: Shin Lichtenberger.”


  A hierarchy based on rank didn’t matter to SSS-rank adventurers, but the only way to make a ranking was to have them each fight each other—the higher up in the rank you went, the stronger they were.


  Arius happened to be eighth, Grey was fourth, and Selena was fifth.


   


   


   


  Chapter 3: Everyone’s Feelings


   


  “ERIC, you’ve got some nerve tricking me like that,” I said, looking straight at Eric, who was sitting across from me, while I sipped a cup of tea my lady-in-waiting had brought. “Arius told me about your plan to take down Dominic and break off my engagement with him. I’m sure you’re aware that won’t benefit Ronaudia. This isn’t like you. What are you up to?”


  I knew that Eric was making moves because he cared about me, but he’s also Ronaudian royalty. He should have been putting the good of Ronaudia first as well.


  “What did you think of Arius?” he asked without a hint of guilt at not answering my question.


  “He’s not at all stuck up about his strength despite being an SSS-rank adventurer, and he was open when talking about both himself and what he thinks of me. He started by saying that he has absolutely no interest in me as a princess or a woman, but he is interested in me as a person.”


  Eric smiled fiercely. I felt I’d probably fallen into his trap, but there was nothing I could do but admit it.


  “It’s odd, but I trust him despite having only just met him,” I continued. “I don’t think he lies or says things he doesn’t mean. I could feel in him a strong will, refusing to bend to anyone, and a certain kindness. He honestly thinks about me, then acts without asking for anything in return. I would normally never trust someone so seemingly helpful to me, but I oddly do when it comes to him.”


  I knew I was saying embarrassing nonsense, like a girl who’d fallen in love for the first time, but it was honestly how I felt.


  “I should have known you’d see him for who he is after one meeting. You have a good eye. Zeke and Sophia have changed because of him as well, for the better. It was the right decision to have you two meet.” Eric seemed to believe this was only natural. “Arius is special to me. I’d thought I could never lose to anyone. Even if there was someone I couldn’t win against immediately, I believed I could eventually surpass them no matter what. But meeting Arius showed me that there are some people who can’t be measured using your own standard. He was well beyond what I could imagine, even when we first met, back when we were five. I know I’ve worked hard since then, but he’s grown even faster than I have. I can’t catch up. I know I’m not strong enough yet, but I plan to someday walk with him, side by side.”


  Not only was Eric talented, but he also worked tirelessly. To hear him admit defeat… I was surprised he sounded so happy.


  “Eric, you haven’t acknowledged someone else’s strength like that since…”


  It was a casual comment, but his attitude immediately changed. His lips were still smiling, but his eyes weren’t.


  “Ellyse, please don’t bring up the past. That’s over. Besides, I’m sure you noticed that she’s involved in this incident.”


  I’d considered the possibility, but it wasn’t until he spoke that I was certain.


  The day that Dominic had summoned me to that room, I only managed to escape from Georg, one of the Twelve Imperial Swords, because there had been a flash of magic light. It would make sense to me if it were she who’d made that flash.


  “I don’t believe she’s the mastermind behind all of this, but I also wouldn’t put it past her,” Eric continued. “At the very least, I’m certain she’s using the situation to achieve her ambitions.”


  I could tell there was a swirl of emotions warring inside Eric. I’d never seen him let it show like that. It seemed like he was already resolved to do this.


  “I swear I will bring down Dominic myself,” he said. “Of course, with the help of you and Arius. And I will end your engagement to him—through whatever means necessary.”


  “I understand, Eric. I don’t intend to be picky about our methods either.”


  “Speaking of, I forgot to mention,” Eric started, returning to his usual demeanor, “I received a Message from Arius saying he’ll pretend to be your boyfriend. He’ll be the younger noble you happened to meet and fall passionately in love with when you returned suddenly to Ronaudia. It’s a fairly standard sort of romance story. What do you think?”


  “Eric, what are you talking about? What is Arius thinking?!”


  If he did that, Arius would become Dominic’s target. Dominic did not let anyone get away with humiliating him. He would crush them, no matter what it took.


  “I don’t understand… Arius said he wasn’t interested in me as a princess or as a woman…”


  “It is true that he has absolutely no interest in romance. He’s thinking that he can draw Dominic’s ire from you to him if he puts himself in the line of fire. Besides, considering Dominic’s personality, we don’t know what he’ll do if he gets angry. It’s not a bad strategy for getting the evidence necessary to take him down. Don’t worry yourself over this. This is the sort of person Arius is.” Eric grinned fiercely. “Arius is happy to use whatever means necessary to accomplish his goals, just like me. All he’s thinking about is how he can win, and he’s well aware of the risks. And I don’t believe for a second that Arius could lose to Dominic.”


  The crown prince of Granbride was the kind of person who fought his enemies head-on. In any other situation, what Arius was doing would be the height of recklessness, but Eric didn’t stop him because he honestly believed Arius could win.


  Which meant I also had no reason to stop him. Yet, there was still one thing bothering me.


  “I doubt Arius will care what people will say about him for stealing a fiancée away from her betrothed, but aren’t there some people who have feelings for Arius who this will hurt?” I worried. 


  I couldn’t imagine I was the only person who’d fallen for Arius, someone who legitimately thought about others. There had to be others with feelings for him. Even if it was just an act, it was unfair to them that I came out of nowhere and suddenly became his girlfriend.


  “You know a lot about his relationships, don’t you?” I asked. “I’ll only decide if I can ask him to pretend to be my boyfriend after I’ve met the people in his sphere.”


  ***


  ONCE final exams were over, it was just waiting for summer break to come. I was planning to skip the rest of the classes that day and spend the whole time in Hades’s Arena, except I got a Message from Ellyse yesterday inviting me to lunch. I did promise to take responsibility for making her do this, so I couldn’t ignore the invitation.


  I figured Eric and Ellyse would understand what I was planning when I suggested I’d pretend to be her boyfriend. I didn’t know how effective it’d be, but I planned to try everything I could.


  Which reminds me, there was an event in the Love Academy game where the player’s current love interest pretended to be Ellyse’s boyfriend, but it was a very different situation in the game. The event was even called Pretend Boyfriend, and Ellyse would invite any love interest that wasn’t Zeke or Eric to pretend to be her boyfriend on a whim during one of the in-game trips. The Ellyse of the game had quite the flirtatious personality. I remember the love interests’ affection levels shifted dramatically depending on how the player reacted to the whole event. 


  But that was all in the game—the Ellyse of this world wasn’t the kind of person who would ask me to pretend to be her boyfriend. I also didn’t plan to enjoy this, like it was some sort of scene in a game, and it wasn’t like I felt anything compelling me to play out the story. I just couldn’t help laughing when I realized I’d accidentally gone and made a situation that was similar to a Love Academy event without even realizing.


  After going to morning practice with everyone, I went to my classroom. Something seemed off about Milia and Sophia during practice, like they’d wanted to say something, but we didn’t get a chance to really talk because of everyone else, so I decided to talk to them later.


  I didn’t pay attention during my morning classes but instead was sorting through all my Messages from Alisa and my information brokers from across the world. According to Alisa, Abel had postponed invading demon territory and started training. There was a lot of outrage at this behavior, considering the countries that had given troops to the Hero’s Alliance had already made preparations for the invasion.


  I welcomed the discord within the Hero’s Alliance, but there was a problem with who the Adventurers Guild had sent to train Abel: the top of the SSS-rank adventurers, Shin Lichtenberger. 


  I might not have any right to say anything, but an SSS-rank adventurer already had all the money and fame they could want—they didn’t need to work for the hero. The Guild would know this, so it would normally be impossible to get someone like Shin dispatched just to train somebody. Which meant there was something else going on here, or Shin had a reason to want to work with the hero. Either way, things were going to get complicated if he was going to be joining forces with the Hero’s Alliance, but it wasn’t certain yet that he would be. I’d deal with that when it came around.


  The moment lunch break started, Vern burst into the classroom.


  “My good friend, let’s go have lunch together!” he boomed across the heads of students leaving.


  He was the same as always, but I already had a prior arrangement. I went to tell him no, but I was cut off.


  “Oh, I don’t mind if Prince Vern joins us,” came a voice.


  “Princess Ellyse…” the other students murmured. The dignified beauty, with her elegant golden hair and blue eyes, drew everyone’s attention.


  “Sister, what are you doing here?” Eric asked, responding with his usual refreshing smile. 


  The girls in the classroom squealed in excitement at the sight of the perfect prince and the perfect princess standing face to face.


  The boys of Eric’s entourage, including Ragnus, tried to greet Ellyse, but she dismissed them quickly. “I’m sorry, I’m not here for you. I came to get Arius.”


  Ragnus glowered at me. That glare of his had just become another part of my Academy life.


  Eric simply turned to me instead. “If that’s the case, then could you please escort my sister, Arius?” That made Ragnus and the others reluctantly fall back.


  “Your Highness, you truly don’t mind if I join?” Vern asked.


  “Positive. I’ve heard you and Arius are good friends,” Ellyse said. 


  “If Ellyse says it’s okay, then I don’t mind either,” I added.


  “Hm… Right, well, shall we go eat then?”


  As we walked down the hall, I could hear the students whispering. Everyone had been gossiping about the fact that Ellyse had suddenly returned from Granbride and declared she wouldn’t ever return. Not that she cared how the people around her reacted.


  When we got to the cafeteria, I headed to pick up a plate and join the line for food, but was stopped by Ellyse.


  “Arius, I brought lunch for you today.”


  She wasn’t carrying anything, but I accepted what she said.


  “Okay. Vern, we’ll go grab a table,” I said.


  As Ellyse and I were looking for a table, Sophia approached us from a table further back in the room.


  “Your Highness, it’s a pleasure to see you again after so long,” she greeted.


  “Sophia, stop with the formal greetings. The last time we saw each other was just before I left to study in Granbride, so about six months ago.” Ellyse gave Sophia a friendly smile. Sophia also looked happy.


  “Would you like to join us at the table back there?” Sophia asked.


  “Sophia… There’s something different about you. I heard a little bit about it from Arius, but I’m getting the impression you’re very close, aren’t you?” Ellyse prompted. 


  “Yes… Arius and I are good friends.” Sophia turned red, probably because she was embarrassed to have Ellyse tease her.


  Sophia led us to a table in the back of the cafeteria, where Milia and Noelle were already sitting. They stood up, leaving the four seats at the table empty.


  “Milia, Noelle, I’m sorry to bother you,” Sophia said.


  “Don’t worry about it. Princess Ellyse, it’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Milia Rondo.”


  “A-and I’m Noelle Balt…”


  “Ellyse Stallion. It’s a pleasure to meet you two. You are both friends of Arius, aren’t you? Would you mind if we all ate together?”


  The table next to theirs was empty, so we pushed them together.


  “Your Highness, you and Arius don’t have food yet. We’ll go get you something,” Milia offered. She and Noelle didn’t know what was going on, so they started to walk away to get food.


  “It’s all right, you two. I appreciate it, but we’re all set.” Ellyse then pulled a decorated box out of thin air.


  The students nearby were surprised, but I knew Ellyse could use Inventory from my Evaluate on her. That was why she hadn’t been carrying anything.


  She opened the box, revealing its packed contents. “I learned when we had dinner together that you have a healthy appetite, so I made lots, but I’m still not sure this is enough. I made it myself, so please don’t expect too much in terms of flavor.”


  It didn’t look like the palace cooks made it, but it did feature heavily on the meat, which was how I liked it. Once Vern had arrived with enough food for five people, we all started eating.


  “The food looks good, Ellyse. Mind if I start?” I asked.


  “Of course not, I made it for you after all. Go on, don’t hold back.”


  “Don’t mind if I do… Mm, it’s nice. You’re a good cook.”


  I wasn’t just complimenting her, either. Her food really was good. Part of it was that the ingredients were of good quality, but it was cooked and seasoned to perfection. It even looked nice and was presented well. I could tell she’d made it with care.


  Ellyse smiled at my compliments. “It makes me happy to hear it. I don’t feel right unless I’ve tried something for myself. You’re not really in any position to talk if you don’t even know the basics about something.”


  “I definitely get that. Figuring things out before you ask someone is fundamental. There’re a lot of things that you can’t really understand just by being told about them. The first thing I always do is try it out myself,” I said as I ate. 


  “Exactly. We really do think alike, don’t we?” Ellyse said happily.


  Everyone else at the table was silent. Maybe they were trying to be considerate of Ellyse.


  “Oh, I’m sorry.” She turned to the rest of the table. “We should all be talking to each other, since we’re all here for once. So, Milia, what is Arius like normally?”


  Milia wasn’t the kind of person to be shy if the conversation was suddenly handed to her.


  “He’s a terrible student. Arius never comes to class. But he always helps us out when we need it and tells us how we can improve. He’s actually really nice and caring,” burst out Milia.


  “Huh… He’s nice to everyone?” Ellyse looked at me with a teasing smile.


  “No, I’m definitely not caring,” I retorted.


  “That’s not true,” Milia argued. “You protect all of us, and you’re there for us at morning practice. All you ever do is help us.”


  “Sh-she’s right,” Noella added. “You showed me how to study better. A-and it’s because of you that I made friends with everyone.”


  She and Milia looked utterly serious.


  “Friend,” Vern started. “I’m also grateful to you. I was able to become a bit stronger because you pointed out my bad habits.”


  Even Vern was going on about this? Stop with that overbearing smile of yours, would you?


  “Prince Vern, everyone, I think you’re making Arius uncomfortable,” Sophia said. “With the way he is, I’m sure he doesn’t think what he does is all that big a deal.”


  Sophia really did get me, but she didn’t need to look so upset about it.


  “Everyone likes Arius, and it’s cute how he won’t just accept it,” Ellyse jested.


  “I told you not to joke around like that,” I told her.


  “Your Highness, may I ask something?” Milia looked straight into Ellyse’s eyes. “Prince Eric told us that you and Arius went out for dinner together. You two seem pretty close even though you only just met.”


  Sophia and Noelle also focused their attention on Ellyse.


  “I’m glad that it looks that way because I think I feel the same way as all of you,” she said. “Arius truly thinks about me, and he showed me that my perspective on things was wrong. I don’t know him very well yet, but I want to get to know him better than anyone.”


  “Your Highness, do you mean…?” Milia trailed off. It wasn’t normal for her to fail to find words like that.


  “Arius told me about the two of you, Milia and Noelle. I can’t help it if you think I’m being pushy after appearing out of nowhere, but I don’t have any intention of standing in your way. In fact, I want to support you, since we all feel the same.” Ellyse paused as she returned their gaze head-on. “However, I also don’t intend to lose. I’m going to do things how I want; you should too. We’ll stand toe-to-toe and fight it out, fair and square.”
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  Milia’s eyes were still on Ellyse. “All right. I accept your challenge.”


  “Milia, I think we’re going to be good friends. Noelle, you should also do everything you can, in your own way.”


  “I…um…I will.”


  Ellyse nodded with satisfaction, then turned her eyes toward Sophia. “I think you’d better be honest about your feelings, Sophia.”


  “I… I have no idea what you mean, Your Highness,” Sophia muttered, taken aback.


  Ellyse smiled softly. “If that’s how you want things to be, then I won’t say anything. I understand that you want to protect House Victorino and help Eric. Just make sure that you really think through what it is you want and don’t have any regrets about your decision.”


  Ellyse really was blunt about what she was doing. I understood what she was aiming for. This was all probably because I said I’d pretend to be her boyfriend.


  “Ellyse, sorry if this is some sort of misunderstanding, but I’m not interested in any of that,” I interrupted.


  Milia, Noelle, and Sophia were all really good people, and they were important to me—as friends. I also wanted to get to know Ellyse better and do what I could for her, but I wasn’t at all thinking of dating one of them. If I had time to spend with a girlfriend, I’d rather spend that time in an extreme-difficulty dungeon getting stronger.


  “You’re not misunderstanding, Arius, and I’m aware.” Ellyse had a confident smile that made me stare. It was rare that that happened. “But that’s just how things are now. I will make you change your mind.”


  ***


  “ARIUS, are there any adventurer girls you’re close to?” Ellyse asked once we’d finished eating lunch and were about to leave the cafeteria. 


  I told her the only ones were Jessica and then my tutor, Selena.


  “Your tutor is the SSS-rank adventurer Selena Ostarica, right? She’s famous for being gorgeous. I…hadn’t anticipated that,” she murmured, her expression grave, but Selena still treated me like a child. 


  When she asked if there were any other girls I knew, I told her about Marcia and Sarah, then about how Helga’s party had come at me and that I treated them to a meal afterward. 


  She gave me a look of exasperation. “Could you arrange for me to meet the adventurer girls you’re close to, like Selena and Jessica?”


  “I don’t mind, but I can’t promise anything because it’ll depend on whether they’re busy.”


  “That’s fine. Thank you, Arius.”


  Based on what I saw of her today, I thought I had a pretty good idea of why she wanted to meet Selena and Jessica.


  “All right, I’m heading out. See you later.” Ellyse waved as she left.


  Milia and Sophia moved closer to me, as if they’d been just waiting for her to go.


  “Arius, could you stay with us for a sec?” Milia asked. “We want to talk about something.”


  Afternoon classes were about to start, but I got the impression they didn’t care. We went up to the roof of the school building, where there were no other people.


  “Princess Ellyse is getting you involved in something complicated, isn’t she?” Milia asked. “Could you tell us what it is? We want to help you.”


  They both looked at me. Ellyse must have told them something.


  “Looks like you two have generally guessed the situation, but I want to make one thing clear: she didn’t get me involved. I’m doing it because I want to,” I insisted. 


  “That’s so like you… And, you really don’t have any feelings for her?”


  “I honestly do think she’s a good person. I’m interested in her for who she is, and I want to help her, but I don’t want to be in the sort of relationship with her that you’re imagining.”


  Milia sighed and gave a wry smile. “And that’s also so like you. So, is there anything we can do?”


  “Yeah. I don’t know if it’s right coming from me, but I’d appreciate it if you could be there to support Ellyse. She acts like nothing’s going on, but she’s dealing with some huge problems right now.”


  She’d tried to sacrifice herself for the good of Ronaudia. Ellyse was an honest person with a strong sense of responsibility, so there was no way she wasn’t feeling guilty over dragging me and Eric into this or risking destroying the relationship between Ronaudia and Granbride. I was sure there were still conflicting emotions in her. Since I was trying to do something for her, she wasn’t going to let me see those, or anyone for that matter.


  “That’s how you think of Princess Ellyse? Now that I think about it…” Sophia murmured. Sophia admired Ellyse, and maybe she had a hard time imagining the normal Ellyse relying on anyone.


  “You really do think about other people a lot,” Milia commented. “I am interested in getting to know Princess Ellyse, so I’ll try to find a chance to have a good talk with her.”


  “I’ll do everything I can to be there for Princess Ellyse, but Arius, please make sure you’re not carrying this and everything else all on your own,” Sophia pleaded.


  She was sharp. Sophia had realized I was dealing with more problems right now than just Ellyse’s situation.


  “I know. When I’m in trouble, I’ll make sure to rely on all of you.”


  I obviously didn’t plan to end up in a situation where I was in trouble.


  ***


  “EVERYONE’S working so hard at training.”


  It was the next day, and we were all at morning training when Princess Ellyse made an unexpected appearance.


  “Princess Ellyse, what is it? If you’re looking for Arius, he isn’t here today,” Sophia informed her, having stopped training to hurry over.


  “I heard about your training from Arius, and I wanted to come see. Don’t pay me any mind! Come on, Zeke, don’t stop. Keep training!” Princess Ellyse encouraged and stayed to watch us train.


  Being shy, Noelle was so distracted by the princess that she couldn’t give her training her all.


  Sophia and Prince Zeke were paired up to spar against Prince Vern and Noelle, but Noelle had completely frozen, so the other three couldn’t do anything to her.


  “I’m sorry, everyone. I’m disturbing you,” Princess Ellyse offered.


  “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Why don’t we all take a break?”


  We all gathered around the princess. Everyone seemed to want to know why she was there.


  “You seem like you’re in a good mood. I was worried about you,” Prince Zeke told her.


  “Oh? You, worried about me? You’ve gotten cheeky, haven’t you?”


  Even I, another girl, found Princess Ellyse’s effortless smile incredibly attractive. I absolutely could not believe someone like her was carrying a heavy burden.


  “Your Highness, I apologize for not giving you my regards sooner,” Sasha said.


  “It’s all right. It’s not your fault we haven’t had a chance to see each other.”


  I was really curious about the princess, and not because Arius told me to talk to her. She was mature and laid-back despite being royalty. Princess Ellyse showed consideration for each and every one of us and didn’t care at all that other people were focused on her. And she openly declared her feelings for Arius.


  “I’m sorry for interrupting your training. To be honest, I was a little worried after pushing all of you like I did yesterday.” She looked between me, Sophia, and Noelle. “What I said yesterday is my honest feelings, but you all have your own way of doing things. You don’t have to do them my way. I just wanted to say that.”


  “What are you talking about?” Prince Zeke asked. He and Sasha hadn’t been there, so they didn’t know what was going on.


  “Zeke, you haven’t heard the rumors about me? You’re a prince; you need to be more tuned in to information. I have my eyes set on Arius. I proclaimed it in front of all the students.”


  “Ellyse, that’s…”


  “I’m sorry for making you worry, but you just do what you need to do.”


  Prince Eric had dragged Arius into what was going on with Princess Ellyse, and Arius claimed he was doing what he wanted. But Princess Ellyse’s confident attitude didn’t make it feel like she was reaching out to anyone for help.


  Sophia must have thought the same thing because our eyes met, and she nodded.


  “Your Highness, would you be interested in sparring with me?” I asked. I felt like we’d be able to understand each other a little better if we’d crossed swords.


  Okay, I won’t deny that Arius has rubbed off on me.


  Ellyse smiled in return. “I’d be happy to. Zeke, let me borrow your sword. I’m sorry for putting it this way, but you’re no match for me, Milia. If you don’t mind, why don’t you team up with Sophia and Noelle to fight me?”


  Everyone was taken aback, but I didn’t feel like Princess Ellyse was being arrogant.


  I turned to them. “Do you mind, Sophia? Noelle?”


  “Milia… All right. I’ll fight as well, Your Highness,” Sophia agreed.


  “I-I… I don’t know if I’ll be much help…” Noelle stammered.


  The two stood slightly behind me to either side.


  Princess Ellyse raised her sword. She was still only wearing her school uniform. There was confidence in the way she held her sword.


  “Don’t hold back, you three,” she challenged.


  “We won’t, Your Highness. We’ll come at you with everything we’ve got!” I yelled before casting a series of buff spells, then launched off Shining Arrow while closing in on the princess, taking an unpredictable path.


  “Not bad, Milia, silently casting those spells,” the princess said.


  The arrows of light closed in on her from all directions, but they disappeared the moment before they struck with one flowing strike. Princess Ellyse could cut down spells without even activating a skill, just like Arius!


  I activated the advanced one-handed sword skill Scintillating Blade and struck with my glowing sword.


  “Shadow Thorns!”


  “Stone Shot!”


  In the same moment, Sophia and Noelle cast their spells. Vines made of darkness sprouted from the ground at Princess Ellyse’s feet while a bullet of stone flew at her from a blind spot.


  Princess Ellyse cut through both Sophia’s and Noelle’s spells while dodging all my attacks.


  “Sophia and Noelle are pretty good too. Maybe it’s about time I counterattack.”


  She focused mana into her sword until it glowed with a blue-white light. I saw her form blur, and then I was flying backward. My Special Barrier shattered with an audible crack. Moments later, Sophia’s and Noelle’s disappeared too.


  “I couldn’t even see her moving at all… Princess Ellyse, you’re incredible!” Prince Vern cheered.


  “I had no idea you were that strong…” Prince Zeke whispered in disbelief.


  “It was a complete loss on my part. But I don’t plan on giving up,” I grunted. She knew what I wasn’t giving up on, even if I didn’t say.


  “I don’t know how much Eric and Arius have told you, but I’m indeed dragging Arius into my problems for my own convenience. Even so, I plan to end things myself,” she informed me.


  I could feel an intense, unyielding determination in her, and I was starting to understand why Sophia admired her so much. I didn’t know what she was dealing with, but based on the situation and what Prince Eric mentioned, I imagined it had something to do with her fiancé, Prince Dominic.


  “Princess Ellyse, I want you to know that I believe I am acting in accordance with how I feel. And…I want to help you,” Sophia said as she looked directly at the princess.


  Princess Ellyse had picked up on Sophia’s hidden feelings, but I also think Sophia had admitted her honest feelings as well.


  Noelle was so nervous she couldn’t say anything, but her eyes never left Princess Ellyse, like she had her own thoughts on the matter as well.


  “It looks like I’ve gone and made everyone worry about me. But I’m all right. When summer break comes around, I’ll be going to Granbride with Eric and Arius. I’m going to pick a fight with Prince Dominic and make him break off our engagement.”


  Princess Ellyse’s sudden declaration left everyone reeling.


  “As part of that plan, Arius is going to be pretending to be my boyfriend. The goal is to anger Prince Dominic, causing him to act rashly. Here I am sounding all high and mighty with how I talk to you, while taking advantage of this situation. You can hate me if you want,” she muttered as if belittling herself.


  “That… That was Arius’s idea, wasn’t it?” I asked.


  “It does sound like the sort of thing he’d suggest. Besides, he’ll only be pretending to be your boyfriend, right? If so, there’s nothing for you to feel bad about, Your Highness,” Sophia said. Noelle and I nodded in agreement.


  “You three… You really do understand Arius, don’t you?” Princess Ellyse asked.


  “Of course we do. He’s our good friend.” I looked at the others, and we all nodded.


  Ellyse smiled happily. “Would you all like to come to Granbride with us? You have the right to watch what Arius does. Don’t worry about getting in his way or anything. Eric and I will have our own guards as well, so it should be fine for you to come along.”


  Did that mean that Princess Ellyse accepted us? 


  Prince Vern was looking uncomfortable because we were having this conversation in front of him.


  “Prince Vern, I don’t mind if you relay all this back to Granbride,” Princess Ellyse told him.


  “I’ll pretend I heard nothing. I never got along very well with my brother anyway. You seem to have made your decision; I won’t stand in your way.”


  “Thank you, Prince Vern. Things wouldn’t have ended up like this if it were you I’d been engaged to instead.” Princess Ellyse gave him a teasing smile.


  “You won’t get anywhere teasing me like that, Your Highness,” he replied.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. Although now that you mention it, I can see your heart really belongs to—”


  “Y-Your Highness! What are you saying? I have absolutely no idea what you’re on about!”


  It wasn’t like Prince Vern to get flustered. Did that mean that Princess Ellyse knew who Prince Vern liked?


  “Ellyse, would you mind if the two of us joined you in Granbride?” Prince Zeke prodded. He and Sasha had serious expressions. They must have been worried about her as well.


  “Rest assured, I don’t mind. Noelle, you should keep your schedule open as well.”


  “Huh…? A-are you sure you want me to go too?” Noella squeaked. 


  “Absolutely. I said you have the right to as well, didn’t I?”


  If Prince Eric was going, Sophia had no reason to say no. I was also concerned for Princess Ellyse and Arius, so I decided to take her up on her offer.


  ***


  I went to training for the first time in a long while and found Ellyse there for some reason. I thought Sophia and Milia had invited her since I’d asked them to help her out, but apparently Ellyse had come to check out the morning practice. One thing led to another until she was training too.


  “Shattering Blade!”


  Vern and Milia were teamed up in a match against Ellyse, who used a single swipe of her blade to easily cut through the spells and skills they attacked her with, as I’d expect from someone like Ellyse.


  “Milia, you’re a good all-rounder, and you have solid fundamentals, so you’ll definitely get stronger if you keep at your training and experience more real-life battles,” Ellyse instructed.


  “Thank you, Your Highness! I don’t plan to lose to you forever!”


  “Prince Vern, you should get a clearer image of your mana manipulation in your mind. If I’m being blunt, I’d have to say your mana manipulation is rather sloppy,” Ellyse continued.


  “I’m a mess compared to you, Your Highness. A clearer image… All right, I’ll give it a try!”


  Once the match was over, everyone gathered around Ellyse.


  “Will you fight against us next?” Zeke asked. “I’ll be the frontline, and Sasha will be the rearguard. I’d like Sophia and Noelle to join as well, if they don’t mind. You don’t mind going four against one, do you, Ellyse?”


  “I don’t mind. Sasha, Sophia, Noelle, make sure you really think about how you can coordinate your different specialties.”


  “Your Highness, I’d also like to take the frontline,” Sophia insisted. “Prince Zeke will have trouble defending all three of us, and my fighting style allows me to fight in the front as well.” She moved to stand next to Zeke.


  Sophia had undoubtedly improved because she’d experienced true combat in the fight against Duke Jordan. Obviously, she wasn’t at a level to challenge Ellyse yet, and she was well aware of it. Even so, she was trying to find the best solution she could accomplish.


  In the end, the four of them still didn’t stand a chance against Ellyse, but it looked like they learned something from it. Particularly Sophia, who gave orders to the others, acting as a sort of commander.


  Once practice was over, everyone had a chat while drinking some tea. Milia and Sasha had prepared the snacks that day.


  “It looks like if you’re here, then it’s fine if I don’t come to training,” I said to Ellyse.


  “Oh, I don’t think that’s true. Everyone started training because they were with you, right?” she replied, and everyone nodded. Still, it felt like I wasn’t needed if Ellyse was there.


  Other than Milia and Noelle, everyone had already known each other before today, but Ellyse still fit perfectly into the group. Even Noelle, who was so shy, seemed to enjoy chatting with her. And maybe spending some time with everyone could distract Ellyse from her problems.


  “Arius, I hope you’ll remember our arrangement for tonight,” she whispered in my ear.


  Ellyse wanted to meet the adventurers I was close to, so I’d sent Messages to Selena and Jessica, and they replied saying they were interested in meeting her too. We’d be getting together that night at the Adventurers Guild in Carnell.


  “Would you be opposed to inviting the others?” Ellyse asked, looking toward Milia and the other girls. 


  Considering what Ellyse had said about making me change my mind about romance, I figured she wanted to give the other girls a push. If she were doing it just to laugh at the others, then I’d say no, but I knew Ellyse wasn’t that sort of person. No one else seemed to have a problem, so I figured there wasn’t anything I needed to say about it.


  There was one problem, though, if everyone went with us. Milia and the others didn’t know I was an SSS-rank adventurer, and Jessica and her group didn’t know I was the son of the chief minister of Ronaudia. The two groups meeting would result in them learning my identity.


  The reason I’d hidden my identity was because the royalty and nobility of other countries would force me to pay my respects if they found out I was visiting their country. Also, it was annoying to be dragged into socializing. Now that I was going into extreme-difficulty dungeons, there weren’t that many chances for me to interact with other countries. I was going to Granbride over the summer, but that was as Arius Gilberto, not Arius the adventurer, so that wouldn’t be a problem.


  There was also the problem with Arius, the SSS-rank adventurer, since some people believed I was working with Demon King Alanis. That would cause problems of a different kind if my identity came out, but it didn’t matter if my friends knew about it, and I didn’t think they’d go around telling people who I was.


  “Eh, it’s a good opportunity. If they want to come, then I don’t mind,” I said.


  “I thought you might say that.” The corners of Ellyse’s mouth quirked up, and she turned to the others. “Everyone, did you know there are some girl adventurers that Arius is close to? I’m going to go meet them tonight with him.”


  “What…? Arius, you never mentioned anything about that!” Milia cried, and she, Sophia, and Noelle glared daggers at me.


  “I think it’s likely some of those adventurers feel the same way as we do,” Ellyse went on. “Would you all like to come and talk with them? Arius says he doesn’t mind.”


  “So, that’s what you’re thinking, Your Highness… I’d also like to meet these adventurers Arius is so close with,” Milia said, still staring at me. Sophia and Noelle nodded in agreement, their expressions grave.


  ***


  AT eight o’clock that evening, we all gathered at Ellyse’s room in the dorm. Even if it was a dorm room, it was still meant for nobility, meaning it had both a spacious living area and a separate room for a lady-in-waiting.


  Ellyse’s lady-in-waiting was Rozetta, who had driven the carriage when we’d gone out for dinner. She was a loyal servant who had gone with Ellyse to Granbride as well.


  In the end, there were five of us going: me, Ellyse, Milia, Sophia, and Noelle. Vern, Zeke, and Sasha had taken the hint and all made excuses about having other plans.


  Ellyse had apparently prepared her own means of transportation, but since we were going to Carnell, I decided to just Teleport us all there.


  “I know you said you don’t mind if people find out who you are, but it’d be better not to spread that information around carelessly,” Ellyse cautioned. It looked like she really understood my situation. She then turned to the rest. “Everyone, before we go, I want to explain something. Arius hasn’t told the other adventurers that he’s the son of the chief minister of Ronaudia. Please be careful not to say anything that would give away his station.”


  “But even the Academy knows Arius is an adventurer. What point is there in hiding his status from other adventurers?” Milia asked with a look of confusion


  Ellyse looked at me as if confirming whether it was okay for her to explain. They were going to find out anyway, so I nodded.


  She nodded happily back. “If he were a normal adventurer, you’d be right, but he’s one of only ten SSS-rank adventurers in the world.”


  “Uh…”


  Everyone was dumbstruck. I felt like they knew I wasn’t a normal adventurer, but they probably hadn’t imagined I was an SSS-rank adventurer.


  “It wasn’t like I was trying to hide it from you all, but none of you asked. It’s not the sort of thing you bring up for no reason,” I explained.


  “Arius, I know you’re not the kind of person to brag, but you really could have told us earlier,” Milia said with a look of exasperation.


  “Arius is an SSS-rank adventurer…? Well, now that you say it, I can believe it.” Sophia’s expression seemed like she’d guessed some things.


  “Y-you’re an amazing adventurer…?” Noelle asked like it wasn’t really clicking for her.


  “Noelle, I think you’ll understand just how amazing SSS-rank adventurers are once you talk to other adventurers,” Ellyse said. “All right, Arius, if you would be so kind.”


  At her signal, I cast Teleport. Milia and Sophia had been Teleported before, when we were attacked during the dungeon practical.


  “No way…” Milia muttered when we arrived. “I don’t know this place at all. Arius, where are we?”


  It was only then that I realized we hadn’t told them where we were going. Everyone was taken aback.


  “We’re in a town called Carnell in the Duchy of Crista on the eastern side of the continent. There’s a two-hour time difference between here and Ronaudia, so it’s six o’clock here,” I explained.


  “Wait… You Teleported this many people that far?” Sophia asked.


  The amount of mana needed to cast Teleport jumped up based on the distance and the number of people who were traveling.


  “Arius is an SSS-rank adventurer. This is nothing for him,” Ellyse spoke for me. She could also cast Teleport, and she was strong enough that this didn’t surprise her.


  We arrived at the Adventurers Guild in Carnell, and I went inside alone. Noelle felt too shy and needed a minute to prepare, so everyone waited outside.


  Inside, Gale and his party, the members of the Silver Wing, and other adventurers I knew were eating dinner and having drinks. I said hello to some of them as I walked over to Jessica’s table.


  “Arius, I thought you were going to be bringing your friends today.” Jessica looked confused when she saw me come in alone.


  “Yeah, but stuff happened, and there are more of them now. You don’t mind, do you? One of them’s really shy, so try not to scare her or the others.”


  “I wouldn’t do anything like that. And, when you say there are more of them, they are all your friends, right?”


  “I’ll just introduce them all now.” I went back to the entrance and opened the door. “Come on in, everyone.”


  Ellyse came in first, and the adventurers buzzed at the entrance of the dignified beauty. When Jessica got up and came over, Ellyse gave her an effortless smile.


  “Jessica, I presume? It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Ellyse. Arius has told me about you.”


  The next two to come in had no less force of presence than Ellyse.


  “Good evening. My name is Sophia.”


  “I’m Milia. Nice to meet you.”


  Sophia was a sort of sweet beauty, while Milia felt very much like the protagonist of Love Academy as the cute beauty.


  “M-my name is Noelle…”


  The last one to enter stood out for a very different reason. Noelle’s clothes were simple, and she had all the makings of a beauty herself, but you couldn’t deny the fact that she seemed out of place.


  “Arius, are all these people your…friends?” Jessica asked, sounding flustered. It was understandable considering I’d suddenly brought four people along.


  “We are, yes,” Ellyse replied. “When we heard that you were close to Arius, we asked to meet you.”


  For some reason, Jessica blushed in response. “Huh… Right. Yeah, obviously, I am close to Arius.”


  A smile spread across Ellyse’s face, and she clung to my arm in what felt like a natural gesture.


  “Arius… What is going on?” Jessica demanded, looking indignant. Milia and the others’ stares were also piercing.


  “Ellyse, what are you doing?” I asked.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I just wanted to see how Jessica would react.” She smiled teasingly and let go of my arm. “I’m sorry for messing with you, Jessica. I really do want to grow closer to Arius, and if there are other people who feel the same way I do, I want to meet them in person and fight fair and square. I came to find out how you feel.” She was looking straight into Jessica’s eyes.


  “Oh, I see. Arius has brought Jessica’s rivals. You’re gonna have to work hard, Jessica,” Marcia jested with a grin. 


  “M-Marcia! Didn’t I tell you not to go running your mouth?!” Jessica complained, but Marcia wasn’t listening.


  “Ellyse, was it? You’re interesting.” Marcia ran her tongue over her lips as she looked Ellyse up and down. I got the impression she’d figured out how strong Ellyse was. “I’m Jessica’s ally. I’ll torment any of her enemies.”


  “As interesting as it would be to make enemies of Marcia of the Silver Wing, I don’t intend to become Jessica’s enemy,” Ellyse responded. It sounded like she’d looked into Jessica and her party beforehand. Should’ve expected that from her.


  “You really are interesting… You’re hiding all sorts of things, aren’t you?” Marcia seemed to notice that Ellyse was using Falsify Ability to show a false level and stats. “Arius, I’m interested in Ellyse. I want to join your little discussion. These other girls seem interesting too.”


  It wasn’t like her to say something like that. There had to be something about Ellyse that made Marcia take notice of her. Marcia was normally joking around, but she was strong, seeing as she was an S-rank adventurer.


  “Well, Arius did ask us to do this, and I am interested in his friends too,” Jessica admitted. “Guess we can have a chat at least.”


  “Thank you. And I’m not the only one who wants to talk to you,” Ellyse said. “I’m sure you won’t mind if the other three join us?”


  Jessica looked in turn at Milia, Sophia, and Noelle. “No, I don’t mind. All right, let’s get it all out.”


  We moved to the table in the back corner and sat down with the seven of us.


  “Then let’s get started,” Marcia gleamed. “This is the first-ever meeting of the victims of Arius the Lady-Killer. Everyone, take this opportunity to get everything off your chests!”


  “Sound Isolation!” Ellyse called. She could silent cast that, but she likely did it out loud in protest at what Marcia was saying. The other girls were also shooting Marcia dirty looks.


  “Marcia, stop messing around!” Jessica exclaimed.


  “It was just a little joke. What a tough crowd.” She didn’t seem to feel bad at all. 


  That said, I couldn’t help it if someone looked at this situation and decided to call me a lady-killer because of it.


  “Marcia, you are not a part of this right now. Could I please ask you to refrain from speaking?” Ellyse insisted, but Marcia remained unmoved.


  Looking apologetic, Jessica instead spoke. “I’m really sorry. Marcia, don’t butt in anymore. If you say anything else, you can go wait with Allen and the others!”


  Marcia grinned and pressed her hands over her mouth. Everyone was aggravated, but she’d probably only done it to gauge everyone’s reactions. Ellyse seemed to have caught on to that.


  “We may have gotten off track slightly, but let’s start, Jessica.” Ellyse cleared her throat. “As I said earlier, I want to be closer to Arius. What are your feelings for him?” 


  She cut straight to the chase. Objectively, this was an incredibly uncomfortable situation for me to be in, particularly since the other adventurers had been able to hear what was being discussed up until Ellyse cast Sound Isolation. Not that I cared about what other people thought.


  “I-I… I also want to be closer to him. I admire him. He’s my goal line. He’s…more important to me than anyone…” Jessica’s face was turning bright red as she shot me glances. “But…he and I don’t have that kind of relationship. I’m just a fellow adventurer to him.”


  “I definitely understand how you feel,” admitted Milia, her cheeks pink as she stared straight at me. “Arius, I feel like it’s late to be saying this, but…we’re here, so I’ll just say it. I also want to be more than just friends with you, but you’re not looking for that. That’s why I plan to just squash my feelings.”


  Even I understood her feelings after her confession.


  “Wow… You came straight out like that. And you really seem to understand him. Maybe I don’t hate you,” Jessica said, looking a bit frustrated as she shot Milia a sideways glance.


  “How do you feel about Arius?” Ellyse asked Sophia.


  Sophia’s cheeks turned pink. “I…I want to support him. But only as a very good friend. I…am engaged. And so, I’m honestly not sure I should even be here…”


  “Sophia, was it?” Jessica directed her gaze at her now. “You say you’re just friends, but when you look at him, I really don’t get the impression that’s the case.”


  “I…” Sophia started, looking away, her cheeks bright red.


  “I don’t know anything about your fiancé or whatever’s going on with you, but isn’t the important thing how you feel? It helps me, however, having one less rival to worry about.”


  “Why would you say that? Just leave her be, stop trying to help your enemy,” Marcia chastised.


  “M-Marcia! You agreed not to say anything unnecessary!”


  “You’re the one saying unnecessary things.” Marcia grinned and ran her tongue over her lips, then turned her eyes to Noelle. “You. How do you feel about him?”


  “I-I…I don’t really know about everyone else, but I-I…I want to be closer to him…”


  It must have taken a lot of effort for her to say that in front of people, considering how shy she was.


  “I understand now how you all feel about Arius, and I think you also understand how I feel.” Jessica paused as she looked around the table. “Like Milia, I won’t complain so long as you don’t push your feelings onto him. Everyone’s free to feel whatever they want.”


  Ellyse nodded in satisfaction. “I’m glad you’re the adventurer Arius is close with, Jessica. Now that I know how you feel, I can speak plainly.”


  Ellyse then explained that I was going to pretend to be her boyfriend and go to Granbride to break off her engagement with Dominic, without mentioning any specific names or countries.


  “I can really tell your fiancé is a piece of garbage, and, knowing Arius, I bet it was him who brought up the boyfriend act,” Jessica said.


  Everyone nodded happily. Jessica really understood me.


  “Jessica, if you like, you could join us,” Ellyse suggested. “Milia, Sophia, and Noelle are coming, and I think you also have a right to see what Arius is going to do in order to break off my engagement.”


  I’d been guessing, based on where the conversation was headed, that Ellyse would invite Jessica too.


  “I’m not planning on taking advantage of the situation and pushing my feelings onto Arius,” Ellyse went on. “I don’t plan on getting in your way, Jessica, or anyone else’s, but I don’t care who I’m up against; I don’t intend to lose.”


  Those blue eyes, as deep as the ocean, stared straight into Jessica’s. 


  Jessica let out a huff of air through her nose. “And I’m not planning on losing either. I’ve felt this way for five years.”


  With the conversation with Jessica over, everyone registered with each other in Message. It sounded like Jessica was going to be coming to Granbride with us, so I probably did need to tell her about my identity at this point. Now was safest with Sound Isolation still up.


  “Hey, Jessica. There’s something I haven’t told you because it would’ve just caused trouble before, but I’m actually a noble from Ronaudia. When I told you I was busy during the day, it was because my parents want me to attend the Royal Magic Academy.”


  “I was starting to guess that based on what Ellyse and Sophia were saying, but I am a bit surprised because you seem like the epitome of an adventurer. And a magic academy? Does that mean you’re going to school?”


  She wasn’t all that surprised. Ellyse and Sophia, having fiancées, implied they were nobles, making it easy to guess I might be one too.


  Marcia merely grinned. “I see, because things get complicated if people find out you’re a noble. That’s a juicy tidbit you gave me, but I promise I won’t blackmail you with it. Don’t worry.”


  I wasn’t worried about that. Marcia might casually get me to buy her food, but she wasn’t a bad person.


  “Since you’ve told them everything, I also don’t need to hide anything,” Ellyse added. “I am Ellyse Stallion, princess of Ronaudia.”


  “Woah… You’re a princess?! I thought you were just a noble,” Jessica cried. Even she couldn’t help being surprised by that. 


  Sophia then also gave her title and apologized for hiding it.


  “A princess and a daughter of a duke… Arius, are you also a high-ranking noble?” Jessica asked.


  “My father was originally a low-ranking noble, but he’s now the chief minister and has the title of marquess.”


  “Marquess… That’s way higher than I was thinking!”


  Being an S-rank adventurer, Jessica did get jobs from nobles, so obviously, she knew about the hierarchy of noble rankings.


  “So then, Milia and Noelle are also…” she started.


  “Noelle and I go to the same school as Arius, but we’re just normal commoners,” Milia explained.


  “Huh. Nobles and commoners go to the same school?”


  Jessica was surprised to learn everyone’s ranks, but she still treated them the same. She wasn’t the kind of person to judge a person based on their status.


  “Arius, if Ellyse and Sophia are a princess and a high noble, shouldn’t I be speaking more formally with them?” she asked me.


  “Since I’m younger than you, I don’t mind. You don’t even have to use my title,” Ellyse replied instead. “We’ve all shared our feelings. I’d prefer it if we spoke with each other that way.”


  “All right. Then I won’t use titles for any of you, and you don’t have to bother with being polite or anything with me. We’re all companions in our feelings!”


  Ellyse dropped Sound Isolation then. The other adventurers hadn’t been able to hear the conversation, but I had been surrounded by six girls, so they probably jumped to their own conclusions. The guys were looking at me with oddly kind expressions. Maybe they thought the girls had brought me here to give me a tongue-lashing. 


  Marcia didn’t seem to care about the vibe in the room at all, though. “Okay, now that we’re done with all the serious talk, let’s get to know each other better. Arius is buying today, right? And he’s so generous that he’ll cover all the adventurers’ tabs as well!”


  I did not say anything about doing that. But, whatever. This always happened, and I didn’t care about treating people to some food.


  “What did I tell you, Marcia? Stop sponging off Arius all the time!” Jessica chastised. She might try to stop her, but Marcia never listened to anyone.


  “Are you always making Arius pay for your food? Even though you’re an S-rank adventurer, and you have plenty of money?” Ellyse asked, looking exasperated.


  “Money’s not the reason. Food tastes better when someone buys it for you. Besides, if Arius didn’t want to do it, he wouldn’t.”


  I didn’t mind treating people to a meal, but I did mind someone mooching off me. What Marcia did was on the borderline, seeing as she was just going with the mood.


  “I’m not sure we have any right to say anything, since Arius is always treating us,” Gale said with a rueful smile as he came over. “It’s not often you bring your friends here. It’s our treat today. And we’ll cover drinks for everyone here. Drink up!” he called. 


  The adventurers cheered. Part of Gale’s offer was probably just because he wanted to drink himself, but he was also just a caring kind of guy.


  “You sure, Gale?” Allen asked. “How about I cover half?”


  Allen had tried to buy me food several times before, but Marcia had always made it so I was the one buying for everyone.


  “I’m an A-rank adventurer; I can’t rely on other people’s money. So, ladies, since you’re with Arius, you’re more than welcome. Order whatever you like.”


  “Thank you, Gale. I will,” Jessica agreed happily.


  They all thanked him, then ordered food and drinks. Gale really was a good guy. He took good care of me five years ago when I was still a kid, and here he was doing it again.


  “Arius, you really are popular. There’s that saying about having a flower in each hand, but this is more than that. It’s a full-blown harem,” Helga, the pigtail girl, teased with a grin.


  “Arius…who is that?” Ellyse asked.


  “I mentioned her. She’s Helga, a B-rank adventurer and now part of Gale’s party.”


  I’d told Ellyse about how I had a run-in with Helga’s party.


  Helga’s former party wasn’t able to do much lately, so they were just behaving themselves. They were the kind of people to pick fights without knowing how strong the other person was, so they were doing a good job just staying alive.


  “Hmph, looking at strong ones, we’ve got the blonde one and the white-haired one, and the rest aren’t much of anything,” Helga observed. “If that’s the case, then I can be a candidate for Arius’s harem.”


  It looked like Gale’s training had made it so that Helga could gauge other people’s strength a bit. Despite the gall of her statement just now, that was her trying to hold back.


  “Could you not insult us? I quite dislike people who say stupid things,” snapped Ellyse. She cared about everyone, so she wasn’t going to allow the insults.


  “What did you say?”


  “If you want to pick a fight, then I don’t mind, but you are no match for me.” 


  Ellyse might have been intentionally goading Helga, but she was still calm herself. Helga, on the other hand, still had some ways to go.


  Helga only smiled. “You’re funny. Why don’t we test that claim out?”


  She suddenly rushed Ellyse, who dodged Helga’s swing, grabbed her arm, and tossed her back. Normally, Helga would have gone flying, making her back slam into the wall, but Ellyse had let Helga drag her along, which ended up with her weight pulling Helga down, causing her to crash face-first into the floor.


  “That’s not enough to kill someone like you,” Ellyse hissed with an icy look. 


  Helga didn’t reply. Maybe she’d got a concussion which knocked her out. That was probably another good lesson for her.


  “What’s this ruckus? Always noisy in here,” came a voice


  “Well, there’s nothing wrong with having a lot of energy,” replied another.


  The unexpected voices from the entrance drew everyone’s attention: a ruggedly masculine man with a beard and a black-eyed, black-haired woman with a mystical beauty.


  “Grey! Selena!” Jessica cried as she hurried right over to them. They were Jessica’s heroes.


  The other adventurers also gathered around Grey and Selena. They were famous, but not stuck up, so all the adventurers liked them. The more aged adventurers in particular knew the two of them, so everyone was chatting happily, but I was feeling in low spirits.


  They were there because Ellyse had wanted to meet Selena, so I asked her to come. It wasn’t a coincidence they’d arrived just then. I’d asked Selena to arrive an hour after we were supposed to be meeting with Jessica because I had a feeling I knew how that conversation was going to go. I knew that Selena would never let me live it down if she’d heard what was said. What I wasn’t expecting was that Milia, Sophia, and Noelle would also be there.


  “By the way, which one is Ellyse?” Selena asked, looking around at everyone with a grin, as I’d expected.


  I didn’t care what other people thought of me, but I couldn’t ignore Selena. She was my tutor. And, to be entirely honest, she was kind of annoying when she got like this.


  She grabbed me and started asking every detail about all the girls. I wasn’t the one to do most of the talking, though; everyone else was. She was asking everyone’s “meet cute” story—except, no, we weren’t dating, so you can’t really call it that.


  Selena then asked what life at the Academy was like. Then Grey and Selena told stories about me as a kid, which made everyone laugh.


  I felt like I was the only one being hung out to dry, but at least it cleared up Ellyse’s misunderstanding about me and Selena’s relationship.


   


   


   


  Chapter 4: The Underworld


   


  “DAMMIT… Why can’t I hit?!”


  In the palace of Ishtobal, the hero Abel was sparring against Shin Lichtenberger, the highest-ranking SSS-rank adventurer. Still, no matter how many times Abel attacked, he wasn’t even grazing Shin.


  “It seems you don’t take combat seriously,” Shin taunted. “Those amateur moves will never hit me.” He yawned as he dodged another one of Abel’s attacks. “You must retrain on the sword, starting from the fundamentals. Begin with a hundred thousand practice swings a day, and not just peacefully swinging your sword around. Hone every single motion to precision as you visualize clearly in your mind’s eye the flow of mana.”


  “Like I can do that now! I’m the hero!” Abel’s anger got the better of him, and he focused his mana into his holy sword before slashing at Shin, but the old man stopped the blade with a single finger.


  “It’s you saying things like that that led to your helpless defeat at the hands of that Arius boy.”


  “You… Who told you that? I didn’t lose to Arius!”


  Ishtobal had not made it public that Abel had fought Arius in the palace, and Abel had convinced himself that his battle with Arius simply hadn’t finished, seeing as Demon King Alanis had disrupted it. 


  Enraged, Abel tried to slam his holy blade into Shin over and over, but the old man dodged by a hair’s breadth each time.


  Shin gave Abel an icy look. “I am a busy man. If you don’t honestly intend to grow stronger, then I will stop training you. However, if you diligently follow my instructions, you will surely grow more powerful.”


  “That…isn’t a lie, is it? Fine. I’ll do as you say for a little while longer!”


  Once they had finished training, Shin returned to the room he’d been given to find Alisa waiting for him outside.


  “Master Shin. I’d like to speak with you. Could I have a moment of your time?”


  “I have nothing to discuss with you, but…it would be annoying to have you come back again. Let’s get this over with.”


  Alisa followed Shin into his room and sat on the couch even though Shin hadn’t offered her a seat. She pulled a bottle of transparent alcohol and two glasses from her Inventory and began pouring.


  “First, a toast,” she offered. “This is a famous drink that’s hard to come by.”


  Shin downed the contents of the glass without saying a word, and Alisa refilled it.


  “Now, Master Shin. What are you trying to achieve?”


  “I don’t know what you’re getting at. You were the one who submitted the request to the Guild for someone to train the hero. I simply accepted that request.”


  He was acting like he didn’t know what she was trying to ask, but SSS-rank adventurers had all the money and fame they could want. They had no reason to do what the hero said. The Guild knew that, meaning it would normally have been impossible to get an SSS-rank adventurer to come here.


  Alisa had never expected Shin to give her a straight answer. The direct question was meant to gauge his reaction.


  “The Guild Headquarters aren’t simply pretending to follow orders, are they…?” Alisa mused. “They sent the living legend, the top of the SSS-rank adventurers, Shin Lichtenberger, after all. There’s something greater than the Guild at work here, isn’t there?”


  She hadn’t confirmed anything yet, but she was well-versed in both the affairs of this world and the world that operated in the shadows. She could sense something massive moving in the dark.


  Shin snorted a laugh. “Are you doing this on purpose? I don’t know how much you know, but these aren’t things you say lightly. You are strong enough to become an SSS-rank adventurer, but you didn’t. Is that because you know too much? You’d do well not to kick the hornet’s nest.”


  Alisa didn’t know what Shin was after, but he didn’t sound like he cared that much about concealing his intentions. Now she was certain that her suspicions were correct.


  This means Shin might accompany the Alliance’s army… This might be a somewhat dangerous bridge to cross, but I’ll need to investigate this thoroughly. However, it may not be worth it if Arius doesn’t provide an appropriately high enough additional fee…


  ***


  THE day after I took everyone to meet Jessica, I skipped school and went to Hades’s Arena. There was nothing I needed to do before going to Granbride other than gathering information, and there was nothing wrong with checking the info I got via Message while I found moments of downtime in the dungeon.


  I heard from Alisa that Shin might join the army of the Hero’s Alliance. I paid her a pretty big sum to investigate who was pulling the strings behind Shin. She was still working on it, but it seemed like a good idea to assume I had other enemies besides Abel and the Hero’s Alliance.


  I stayed in the dungeon until summer break. I didn’t even go to the semester’s closing ceremony.


  Eric told me to visit him the morning we were meant to head for Granbride because he wanted to go over some things first. Since it was already summer break, I went to the palace rather than his salon in the Academy.


  A servant led me to his room, where he and Ellyse were both waiting.


  “Dominic seems furious. As planned,” Eric explained.


  I’d sent Dominic a letter detailing that Ellyse was my girlfriend and told him to break off their engagement. Eric had also sent a letter saying he approved of this. The goal was to anger Dominic and provoke him into acting, giving us a reason to have him removed from his position.


  “Arius, there’s no going back now,” Ellyse said. “You don’t have any regrets?” She smiled teasingly, but I figured she probably felt guilty toward both Eric and me. She would never admit it; she’d made her decision.


  “All I’m doing is what I want to do. There’s no reason to regret that,” I immediately dismissed.


  “Arius… Thank you!” She threw herself at me, draping herself across my chest. Uh, actually, all sorts of…parts were touching. “You’re going to be pretending to be my boyfriend, yes? Then we’ll need to start now.”


  There was a chance that people working for Dominic were spying in Ronaudia’s palace. I couldn’t deny that fact, so I had no choice but to go along with her.


  There was a knock on the door, and Bela, one of Eric’s maid-guards, entered.


  “Your Highness, His Majesty is here. He’d like to speak with you.”


  “Bring him in.”


  As Bela stepped out, King Albert appeared in her place. He was a good-looking man with luxurious gold hair and blue eyes; imagine Eric but more muscular. He was basically the same age as my father, but unlike Darius, he looked his age, making him a well-aged heartthrob.


  “Eric, apologies for the intrusion,” he said.


  I stood up and bowed. “Your Majesty. I should have been the one to give you my regards after all this time. I apologize that we should meet again like this.” I don’t like stuffy etiquette, but I do know when and where to use it.


  “It has been a while, Arius. But no need for the formal greetings. There’s something you wanted to talk to me about regarding the issue with Ellyse?”


  It was like he’d read my mind. He was Eric and Ellyse’s father after all. I could have tried to hide it, but I decided to take the opportunity and say it.


  “I know it’s not my place to comment on the engagement between Ellyse and Dominic, and I understand it was the correct decision politically, but Ellyse can contribute to Ronaudia in another way—she didn’t have to do it through a political marriage. You’re allowing us to break off the engagement because you think so as well, I’m assuming. But if that’s the case, why didn’t you refuse the engagement when it first came up for discussion?”


  Rhea had said that no one other than Eric and Ellyse could tell that Domonic was a horrible person when they first got engaged, but was that really true? I didn’t think King Albert or my parents would fail to see a person’s true nature.


  “Arius, you are something else… You speak your mind plainly, not caring that I am the king. You’re exactly like your father in that way!” He let out a hearty laugh. “There are several reasons, but if you remove any that are simply superficial or meant to mislead, you are left with one: I prioritized Ronaudia over my own daughter. Insult me if you wish, but I still believe that was the correct decision for a king to make.”


  He professed it without holding back, despite Ellyse being right there in front of him. And Ellyse took it in and wasn’t shaken one bit by it. This was royalty.


  “I knew from the beginning Prince Dominic was not suited for the position of emperor,” he continued. “Even so, thinking first of what benefits Ronaudia, I would normally be unable to consider breaking off the engagement. Arius, can you prove that she has other options?”


  He looked at me with eyes that bore right into me. Eric and Ellyse didn’t say anything because King Albert acknowledged my resolve.


  “If you leave it to me, Your Majesty, then I will prove it and take responsibility for what happens.”


  I wasn’t doing it alone; the three of us were going to take on Dominic. I returned King Albert’s gaze.


  “Hm… It looks like your son doesn’t feel burdened by my words, either,” King Albert announced, and Darius and Rhea walked into the room as if in response. 


  Obviously, I’d known they were outside the room.


  “My apologies, Your Majesty,” said Darius.


  “I’m planning on giving him a good talking to as well, but I don’t think it’ll have much effect,” added Rhea.


  Despite my father’s apology, the two of them were completely defending me.


  “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” His Majesty responded with a smile. “But don’t misunderstand me. I don’t mean it in a bad way. I have no need for yes-men. However, the two of you could do with a little deference as well, don’t you think?” He chuckled wryly. “Anyway, that decides it. Arius, I’m expecting good things from you.”


  With that, King Albert took my parents and left the room. As she was stepping out, Rhea turned to look at me with a grin and a wink.


  “I’m sorry the king backed you into making a promise like that.”


  “You don’t need to apologize, Eric. Besides, the promise doesn’t matter. I was already planning on doing it.”


  “Arius…” Ellyse beamed happily as she hugged my arm as tightly as she could. I was going to have to get used to this kind of thing if I was pretending to be her boyfriend.


  “All right, everyone’s waiting for us. Should we go?” I asked.


  The three of us, along with Eric’s maid-guards, Bela and Isha, as well as Ellyse’s lady-in-waiting, Rozetta, went down to the courtyard.


  We were traveling to Granbride by airship. It would’ve been faster for me to Teleport everyone, but it was bad manners for royalty and nobility to use Teleport when visiting another country on official business.


  Airships were forbidden from traveling directly to or from the capital of Ronaudia. It was a matter of national security. They needed to maintain control of the airspace, and it would be easier for armed groups to enter the capital if they had the option. There was one exception, and that was the royal family’s airship. Not only could you board that directly from the capital, but you could also board it directly from the palace.


  Waiting in the spacious courtyard of the palace was the sleek, curved silver form of the airship: the Alphons.


  “Arius, you’re la—” Milia started to say, but then she saw Ellyse clinging to my arm and froze.


  Sophia, Noelle, and Milia had arrived earlier and were all taken aback.


  “Your Highness, I did hear about what you’ll be doing, but don’t you think that’s a bit too…close?” Milia whispered. 


  I’d sent her a Message beforehand to explain we couldn’t let down the act of Ellyse and me dating, not even for a second, until everything with Dominic was taken care of, because we had no idea who was watching.


  “Oh?” Ellyse answered back. “I thought this was perfectly normal, seeing as Arius is my boyfriend. And none of you need to worry about me. I’m perfectly happy for Arius to have more than one girlfriend.”


  Dominic would be even angrier if he believed his fiancée had been stolen by some philanderer. Even though I didn’t exactly disagree with Ellyse’s suggestion, having Milia cling to my other arm all of a sudden…


  “Milia. What are you doing?” I asked.


  “You know what Princess Ellyse said. This is part of the strategy,” she whispered, her face bright red. Sophia’s expression was a mix of emotions, and Noelle looked at us with envy.


  Ah, whatever. They could do whatever they wanted.


  In addition to me, Eric, Ellyse, Milia, Sophia, and Noelle, Zeke and Sasha would be going to Granbride with us, and Jessica would meet us there. Vern claimed he had something to take care of and returned to his homeland before we set off. All the royals and nobles had their ladies-in-waiting and guards in tow as well.


  In addition to Bela and Isha, Eric also had five knights, including Oscar, as well as his twelve hand-selected knights who were all former adventurers and mercenaries. It was the same group that had been there during Duke Jordan’s attack, led by Gregg.


  Members from the Royal Intelligence Ministry had gone ahead to Granbride and had already begun collecting information. They were the ones who had delivered our letters to Dominic.


  Additionally, we were using the Alphons crew as extra guards. As they were the crew for the royal family’s private airship, they were some of the best of the best from the royal guard.


  “Your Highness, everything is ready.”


  The captain of the Alphons was a ruggedly handsome man in his mid-thirties with vivid blue hair and gray eyes named Robert Hartman.


  “You’re good at everything you do, Robert,” Eric said. “With the trip in your hands, I’m sure we will have a pleasant journey.”


  “I’m not sure you believe that, Your Highness. We’re up against Prince Dominic. We don’t know what’s coming our way, and you and your friends are thinking the same. That’s why you have Master Arius with you, I imagine.”


  Once we were on the airship, no one else could see us. I did consider using Teleport to go to Hades’s Arena after the airship set off, then meeting back up with everyone when they were about to arrive in Granbride. But Robert’s comment made me wary of Dominic. Another reason was that I was curious about these people who were operating in the shadows of Ronaudia and Granbride ever since people started thinking I was working with Alanis.


  “You’ve got Gregg and Oscar. Should be fine even if I don’t do anything,” I replied.


  “I hope so. We will remain vigilant so as not to cause you any trouble.”


  Robert seemed like a cautious person. You could trust people like him.


  ***


  IT was a little while earlier in the central area of the imperial capital of Granbride. Just east of Blade Castle, where the emperor resided, was Black Blade Manor, where Crown Prince Dominic Lenning lived.


  “Taking Ellyse away from me? This letter is absurd! Who in the world is this Arius Gilberto?” Prince Dominic erupted in fury when he read the letter.


  “He is apparently the son of Darius Gilberto, the chief minister of Ronaudia. He is an adventurer and a student of the Royal Magic Academy. Despite being a first-year, he was the champion of the Combat Tournament that was held at the Academy recently. He seems to be a fairly excellent student.”


  Answering Prince Dominic’s questions was Marquess Gazel LeGericault. He was one of the most influential anti-imperialist nobles and had reached heights to the point that he could be called Prince Dominic’s right-hand man.


  “An excellent student? And an adventurer, despite being a noble? What an incomprehensible fool! And look at this other letter! No matter how you look at it, this has to be Eric’s doing.”


  A letter from First Prince Eric of Ronaudia had been delivered along with Arius’s letter. It read that the Kingdom of Ronaudia supported Arius and Ellyse’s relationship, and that Prince Eric would like to discuss what would follow with Prince Dominic.


  “Most likely, Ellyse went crying to King Albert, and Eric found some boy to be my competition. He’s doing it because my marrying Ellyse would affect Ronaudia, weakening Eric’s authority. Eric’s played along all this time, but now he’s showing his true colors!” Prince Dominic spat with venom. Ever since Eric had distinguished himself during Duke Jordan’s attack, Prince Dominic had seen Eric as a rival, despite the feeling not necessarily being mutual.


  A man who had been leaning against the wall, saying nothing, made to leave the room.


  “Where do you think you’re going, Georg?” Prince Dominic demanded.


  “I’m not interested in this sort of talk, Your Highness. Do whatever you will with the matter,” the general of the Twelve Imperial Sword answered.


  “Hey, wait!”


  Georg ignored the prince and left. He was affiliated with the prince’s faction, but only as a sort of outsider ally. He didn’t need to obey the prince’s orders. Prince Dominic hated that the general wouldn’t do as he said, but Georg was one of the most powerful people in Granbride. He couldn’t cut him loose that easily.


  “Georg, taking me lightly like that…” Prince Dominic seethed.


  “Does it matter, Your Highness?” Marquess Gazel asked. “That man is good for nothing but his sword.”


  Prince Dominic looked dissatisfied. “Eric doesn’t seem to think much of me because he’s a prince of Ronaudia, but I will not forgive someone dishonoring me, the next emperor of Granbride!”


  “What do you intend to do?”


  “He’s coming to Granbride, yes? I’ll lead the imperial knights out and kill him!”


  Inwardly, Marquess Gazel was exasperated by Prince Dominic’s shortsightedness, but it didn’t appear on his face. Instead, he argued, “Please, calm yourself, Your Highness. That would cause war between our countries. Even if it didn’t, Princess Ellyse may die in the combat, and you will lose everything you would have gained by marrying her. And if that happens, the ‘Empress’ won’t remain silent. She is looking to take the imperial throne. We must prioritize securing Princess Ellyse. Nothing else matters so long as we have her.”


  The marquess’s slowly spoken words managed to cool Prince Dominic’s head, if only a little.


  “Tsk. You’re right that securing Ellyse is the priority. But do you have a plan for doing that?”


  “Of course I do, Your Highness. Prince Eric will come to Granbride by airship, bringing Princess Ellyse with him. If we are going to attack, we’ll do it when they land. We’ll use people with no connection to the Empire to kidnap the princess first. Once they have her, you can simply ‘rescue’ her.”


  It wasn’t the most elaborate of plans, but Marquess Gazel did have a chance of making it succeed. There were only so many people an airship could carry, meaning their guard was limited. It should be perfectly possible to kidnap the princess if they overwhelm them with numbers. The marquess had ties with people skilled at violent jobs, such as criminal organizations and bandit-like mercenaries, so it wouldn’t be that difficult to gather enough people. Since Princess Ellyse could use Teleport, Marquess Gazel had procured an item that cast Teleport Jam after the princess had escaped from them once before.


  “Do you think it will go so well?” came a sudden voice, making Prince Dominic and Marquess Gazel turn around. Behind them was a man whose face and body were entirely hidden beneath white bandages.


  “An intruder! What are my knights doing?!” Prince Dominic demanded as he drew his sword and attempted to slash the man, only to be stopped with one bandaged hand. Even though Prince Dominic tried to overpower him, the sword wouldn’t budge an inch.


  “How horrible, suddenly cutting people down like that. I know I’m also at fault for sneaking in here like this without saying anything, but Marquess Gazel, could you explain to the prince who I am?” The bandaged man had a very unpleasant voice, sounding as if he were joking despite speaking in a perfectly monotone cadence.


  “You wretch… What are you doing here?” the marquess demanded.


  “Oh, my lord, I thought I’d told you what I wanted. It seemed I didn’t make much headway with you, so I decided to come directly to the prince. The knights outside this room can’t hear anything we say, so I wouldn’t go expecting too much from them.”


  As if proving that statement, no one came running in response to Prince Dominic’s shouts.


  “Who the hell is this person, Gazel?” the prince asked.


  “If you won’t explain, my lord, I’ll have to introduce myself. I am the Bandaged Man. I am a negotiator for the Underworld.”


  The Underworld was a collective of assassins that controlled the criminal underworld. For an exorbitant fee, they could guarantee the death of anyone. It was debatable whether “assassination” was the best word to describe what the Underworld did, considering their methods. They were famous for leveling entire cities to take out their target.


  “The Underworld… Gazel, is what he says true?” demanded Prince Dominic.


  “…It is. I can confirm he is a negotiator for the Underworld.”


  That statement was the same as admitting he had connections to the Underworld, but Marquess Gazel couldn’t deny it. He knew how powerful the Bandaged Man was. If he wanted to, he could kill both the prince and the marquess in the blink of an eye.


  “What the hell does the Underworld want with me? You haven’t…come to kill me, have you?” Prince Dominic immediately thought Marquess Gazel had betrayed him, and this Bandaged Man was after his life because of the marquess. This made rage boil in the pit of his stomach, fueled all the more by a feeling of helplessness because he couldn’t think of a way out of the situation.


  “No, no, nothing like that,” the Bandaged Man interrupted. “If I was going to kill you, I would have done it before talking to you. I came to make a deal with you, Your Highness. Prince Eric has shown he is capable of defeating some fairly high-level cleaners. If you send in some subpar forces, they’ll simply be killed. Would you instead like to hire the Underworld’s assassins?”


  The Underworld could easily kidnap Princess Ellyse and even eliminate Prince Eric in the process, but the organization was designated a terrorist organization by countries throughout the world. It could be the end of Prince Dominic if it became publicly known that he’d used Underworld assassins—and the Underworld knew that. They never let a client who had used their services once get away.


  Marquess Gazel was in that exact predicament, having once hired an Underworld assassin. He wasn’t, however, the kind of person to just sit by and watch his fall happen. Marquess Gazel saw this as a good opportunity. He might as well go all-in and drag Prince Dominic down with him, tainting him forever.


  The reason Prince Dominic’s various incidents of bloodshed and trouble with women hadn’t gone public was because of Marquess Gazel. He supported Prince Dominic both financially and politically, while gathering all the evidence of the prince’s crimes for himself, guaranteeing that the prince would never be able to betray him. This was all so he could control Granbride from the shadows once Prince Dominic had become the next emperor.


  Even so, he could blunder it all if Prince Dominic cast him aside after learning that he had connections with the Underworld. However, if the prince instead made a deal with the Underworld, then he could no longer abandon the marquess.


  “Your Highness, why do you hesitate? If you use the Underworld, you can achieve everything you ever wanted,” the Bandaged Man enticed, knowing full well that doing what he suggested was the same as selling your soul to the devil.


  ***


  TWO days had passed since the Alphons had departed. We’d already crossed into Granbride. The flight was pleasant, other than our speed. The airship was only traveling at about sixty miles per hour. Despite using cutting-edge magic items, the airship’s top speed was only about seventy-five miles per hour. It’d still take us another day to get to Granbride’s capital.


  Besides the speed, I wasn’t really disappointed with anything. The Alphons felt like a moving castle inside, and we all had individual cabins, each equipped with toilets and showers powered by magic items.


  For meals, we all ate together in the spacious dining area. Some of the crew of the Alphons were dedicated to cooking, so I wasn’t unhappy with the food either.


  “Everyone, we’ve brought lunch,” Ellyse called out as she, Milia, Sophia, Noelle, and Sasha brought dishes out from the galley. Ellyse had said that the five of them were going to borrow the galley to cook today’s lunch. The large plates carried heaps of food, heavy on the meat, which was how I liked it.


  “Mm, it’s good,” I complimented after taking a bite. “You’re all good cooks.”


  “I-I’m still learning, so I just helped out a bit…” Noelle muttered.


  “That’s not true. You did that egg-and-vegetable stir-fry all on your own. And it’s delicious! The vegetables are crisp, and the egg is soft and creamy,” Ellyse praised.


  “Th-thank you, P-Princess Ellyse…”


  Other than Milia and Noelle, all the girls had known each other before this, but I couldn’t help thinking again about how they really got along. They’d spent basically all the time together since we’d taken off.


  Everyone chatted as we ate.


  “Huh, so you have three older brothers, Noelle?” Ellyse asked.


  “Y-yeah. I’m the youngest. My brothers are all really kind, but I think they baby me too much…”


  “I have little brothers, so I can understand wanting to look out for your younger siblings.”


  “What are Prince Eric and Prince Zeke like as little brothers?” Milia asked. She and Sophia didn’t have any siblings.


  “They’re both snarky, but they’re cute too. Particularly Zeke…”


  “Ellyse, stop talking about me!” Zeke shouted. 


  “What? It’s no big deal. Oh, maybe I should tell the story of when you fell in love with Sasha at first sight.”


  “Stop it! Please, anything but that!”


  Ellyse then went on to tell childhood stories about Sophia and Sasha that Milia and Noelle didn’t know. Sophia and Sasha looked embarrassed by this, but Milia and Noelle also told stories about themselves, which only seemed to bring the girls closer.


  “What were you like as a boy, Arius? I never went to social events, so I never encountered you as a child,” Ellyse asked with a look of intense curiosity. Milia and Noelle also seemed interested in hearing about me as a child.


  “I became an adventurer when I was seven and spent all that time from then until I enrolled in the Academy adventuring. I barely ever went home, so I honestly don’t even really feel like an older brother to the twins, Sirius and Alicia.”


  “What? You became an adventurer at seven? Isn’t there an age restriction on becoming an adventurer?” Milia asked. She and Noelle looked shocked.


  “I got special permission.”


  “That is definitely an Arius sort of story, but you made your social debut in high society at five, and you actually attended parties from then until you became an adventurer. Would anyone like to hear a story about that?” Eric tempted.


  Ellyse, Milia, and Noelle all nodded. Stories about me at stuffy parties wouldn’t be interesting, though.


  “I first met Arius at a party held in the palace when we were five,” Eric explained. “Even back then, when he was a child, everyone around knew he was something special.”


  “You’re exaggerating,” I interjected. “I was just an incapable kid back then.”


  “That’s not true. If anyone was an incapable kid, it was me,” Sophia denied. She’d only been listening to the others talk up until then. I met Sophia at that same party in the palace where I met Eric.


  “What are you talking about, Sophia? You were the one who told me I didn’t have to force myself to smile if I didn’t want to. Your words saved me,” I said.


  Not long before that party, I’d fought a group of bandits and killed another human being for the first time. I’d thought I’d worked through that emotionally, but apparently even I hadn’t realized I’d been forcing myself to keep going. Sophia was the one who made me see that, and we’d only just met.


  “Even when you were a little girl, you were really seeing people. You consider the other person’s feelings and then act with sincerity. That part of you hasn’t changed, either,” I continued.


  “Arius… You’re the one who really sees people…” Sophia muttered as her cheeks flushed.


  Ellyse watched us talking, a gentle smile on her face.


  “I apologize, everyone, but may I excuse myself from lunch? And could you come with me, Arius?” Eric asked with his usual smile. Something had probably happened, and he’d received a report via Message. I went with him to the airship’s bridge.


  “Prince Eric, Master Arius, I apologize for calling you here,” Captain Robert said. Gregg and Oscar were with him, waiting for us. The bridge was metal-plated for defense, and a magic-item screen displayed what lay outside.


  Ahead of the airship was what looked like a black cloud, but it was way too dark to be normal.


  “I’ve sent some of my people to scout it out. We’ll know what it is soon,” Gregg explained. His knights were used to Fly and were at home doing aerial reconnaissance. “I’ve just got a Message from my people. That dark mass isn’t a cloud; it’s a huge swarm of insects.”


  My Scan’s range was over three miles, but the cloud was out of range for even me. Seeing as it was still visible, there had to be a lot of those insects. There was a chance we’d just happened across a swarm of insects, but we didn’t have enough information to make any decisions.


  “Eric, I’m going to go check it out,” I called back as I cast a series of Short Teleports toward the swarm.


  When I arrived, I found out it wasn’t made up of normal insects; it was made up of a type of monster called Metal Flies. They were about the same size as a normal insect, but they could devour a person with their sharp, metal mandibles.


  The other problem was that there were way too many of them. The Alphons wouldn’t last long if they were swallowed by a swarm of tens of millions of Metal Flies.


  I sent Eric a Message telling him to change the airship’s course. But as the Alphons turned, the swarm changed track to match—they were definitely targeting it.


  “I think I get what’s going on. We’re going back to the ship for a bit,” I announced.


  “Master Arius! What are you doing here?!” one of Gregg’s knights cried, dumbstruck. They hadn’t noticed me, but I didn’t have time to explain, so I took them back with me while chain casting Short Teleport until we were back on the bridge of the Alphons.


  “Arius, what’s wrong?” Ellyse asked. She and the others had also gathered on the bridge, having guessed something was going on.


  “That thing that looks like a black cloud is a swarm of monsters called Metal Flies. There are way too many of them, and they’re clearly following the path of the airship. There’s got to be someone somewhere controlling them, but I haven’t found them yet.”


  The Metal Fly swarm was definitely being controlled. I did have an idea where the person controlling them was, but if I was right, it meant it’d be hard to avoid a battle with the Flies.


  “We’re in an airship, so we can avoid them,” I continued. “The Metal Flies shouldn’t be able to keep up if Alphons flies at top speed, but there is a chance they’ll chase us forever if we just leave them be. I have no idea how many people will die if they follow all the way to the city. Eric, Ellyse, can you take care of things here?”


  “If that’s what you want, then let me handle the airship,” Eric volunteered.


  “I also have no objections,” Ellyse said.


  The two of them trusted me, which meant I needed to live up to their expectations.


  “Everyone else, you stand by here in the airship.”


  “Wait, Master Arius, we’re Prince Eric’s guards. You can’t be telling us to sit here twiddling our thumbs while an enemy is coming to attack, can you?” Gregg voiced. He was normally laid back, but he had a pro mentality about being a guard. The rest of his squad looked raring to fight too.


  “I don’t mind if you join the fight, just don’t get too close to the swarm,” I warned.


  “I get things won’t go well for us if that swarm swallows us up, but we have to if we’re going to defend the airship.”


  “Don’t worry about defending. I’ll protect the Alphons.” I cast Impenetrable Defense, sealing the entire Alphons in. “That will make sure the Metal Flies can’t damage the ship; they definitely can’t get in. I’m going to use a Short Teleport to take us outside, so anyone who wants to go, stand close.”


  “We can take what Master Arius says as fact, so the rest of you, focus on offense!” Gregg shouted.


  His twelve-member squad gathered around me. Aerial combat wasn’t the forte of Oscar’s squad, so they decided to gather around Eric and the others.


  I pulled two swords out of my Inventory, then used Instant Wardrobe Change to put on my armor. “Right, we’ll be back in a bit,” I called back before casting Short Teleport, taking Gregg’s squad and me out of the airship.


  “Okay, we got to start by cutting down their numbers!” Gregg shouted. “Don’t hold back on those spells and skills; we don’t want them overpowering us!”


  They immediately went on the attack. 


  I watched for a moment. One possibility was that they were using these Metal Flies as a threat to force us to give up Ellyse, but no one showed themselves, even as the Flies closed in on the Alphons.


  Which meant I might as well get started.


  I moved above the swarm of Metal Flies, then rained down Meteor Shower, a tier-ten combined-element cluster of white, compressed mana meteorites.


  “That…is Meteor Shower, right?” Gregg asked. 


  I could understand why he was surprised. My Meteor Shower produced twenty meteors at once, about double what one of the cleaner’s spells had when they cast it in the fight against Duke Jordan. The meteors exploded in the air before hitting the ground, swallowing up the Metal Flies.


  Even that didn’t have enough firepower to wipe out the Metal Flies that swarmed like a black cloud. I raced through the air, chain-casting Meteor Shower to carpet-bomb the swarm.


  “Wow… If Master Arius really wanted to, he could destroy an entire country by himself…” Gregg muttered.


  Suddenly, my Scan picked up a mana signature behind me. It was a complete surprise attack. A man in a gray robe unleashed a black vortex from point-blank range that swallowed me up.


  “The tier-ten Spacetime spell Gravity Storm? It is an option, but it’s pointless if it doesn’t hit.” The next moment, I was behind the man in the gray robe, thrusting my mana-coated black sword at him.


  Gravity Storm was an area-of-effect spell that crushed the target using gravity. The more you shrunk the area of effect, the more powerful it became, meaning it could be used as an instant kill shot against one person. The thing was, this guy cast spells way too slowly. 


  If I have a single second, I can cast Short Teleport before the other person casts their spell and counterattack faster than the other person can react.


  It would be impossible to control this many Metal Flies from far away. The only people who could would be someone like Alanis or Selena, so I’d guessed this guy was hiding in the swarm of Metal Flies. The sheer number of them was acting as a wall of mana, making it hard to pick up on his mana using Scan.


  He didn’t move because he knew he could be killed at any moment. He was average-looking, average build, the sort of person most people would pass by on the street without a second glance.
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  He was also good at concealing his mana, so I probably would’ve been tricked by him too if I hadn’t been actively using Evaluate on him.


  “You the assassin Dominic sent? Who are you?” I demanded while I continued to wipe out the swarm of Metal Flies with Meteor Shower. Casting that at close range would normally hit me too, but I was taking no damage since I had a few layers of Impenetrable Defense up.


  The man in the gray robe gave me an unpleasant smile. He was also getting hit by the Meteor Shower, but he was over level 1,000, so he could handle this amount of damage.


  “You think I’ll tell you who hired me? We are the Underworld; we control this world from the dark,” he retorted.


  I had heard of the Underworld. They were an assassin collective that could guarantee literally anyone’s death—so long as you paid them large sums of money. It was said there was no one the Underworld couldn’t kill, even if their target was an SSS-rank adventurer.


  “If you kill me, the Flies will go wild. If that doesn’t bother you, then go ahead, kill me,” he challenged. He wasn’t afraid of dying at all. There was a chance he’d summon more Flies if I didn’t kill him, but he was living evidence.


  I pulled a black collar out of my Inventory and put it around the man’s neck.


  “What the… I can’t cast magic…”


  This collar was the same as the one I’d used on Chris Brad, a former member of the hero’s party. It was a magic item you could find in extreme-difficulty dungeons that sealed away mana.


  This guy’s level was so high that I figured it would be hard to get information out of him, even if Eric used his mind-control spells. Even so, the man himself was proof that we were attacked by an assassin of the Underworld.


  The only thing left to do was clean up. While carrying the man in the gray robe, I chain cast Meteor Shower until every last Metal Fly had been burned to a crisp.


  ***


  “BROTHER… Are you saying you really can’t peacefully work this out with Eric?”


  “You are persistent, Vern! Drop it! How many times have I told you? You do not have a say in this matter!”


  Vern had returned to Granbride and was regularly barging into his brother’s residence, Black Blade Manor, with the same topic of discussion. If Vern hadn’t been his own brother, or rather, if he hadn’t been a member of the imperial family, Prince Dominic would have snapped long ago and treated him very differently.


  Prince Dominic had already sent an assassin of the Underworld to Eric and was just waiting for a report. Whatever Vern was talking about was too late.


  And of course, even Prince Dominic was aware he couldn’t tell Vern about the Underworld, but that meant he was stuck listening over and over to Vern talking about how Prince Dominic should defend someone who had humiliated him. He couldn’t hold his fury in.


  “Brother, I understand your position, but I must prevent you from fighting Eric and Arius. Please, Dominic, I beg you!” Vern bowed low to Prince Dominic, who exploded in indignation.


  “You whelp, say that to the one who dishonored me! If this is all you’re going to speak to me about, then don’t ever dare show your face here again!” he roared as he ran Vern out of Black Blade Manor.


  Vern, that scum… How dare he side with Eric?! What a worthless brother. Once I’m emperor… Well, let’s just say he’d best be prepared!


  ***


  I don’t want to say I told you so, but even Eric with his mind-control spells couldn’t get any information out of the Underworld’s insect tamer. The tamer was now closed into a solitary cell in the Alphons, the mana-sealing collar still around his neck.


  Ellyse and I were with Eric in his room, going over the situation.


  “I considered the possibility that this was a threat, but they seriously intended to kill us,” I said. “We’re going to the Granbride capital to see Dominic. If the Alphons is attacked in the process, it could make the relationship between the two countries as bad as it could be, even if the attack is only circumstantial evidence that they were involved. Worst-case scenario, it could mean war. Is Dominic really that shortsighted?”


  “Dominic solves all his problems with force, but he definitely took it too far this time,” Ellyse sighed.


  “According to Arius, that insect tamer is over level 1,000. I am not particularly well-informed on the Underworld, but that’s far too high a level than I would expect in this situation… It’s almost as if they know Arius is an SSS-rank adventurer,” Eric mused.


  The Underworld organization was shrouded in mystery. No one really knew the scope of the organization or the makeup of its members, because when one of their assassins killed their target, they also killed all witnesses.


  The extent of incidents rumored to be the work of the Underworld was so vast that many people believed the organization itself was some sort of legend.


  There was a possibility that Dominic knew who I was and had sent an assassin that could finish off an SSS-rank adventurer. Still, everything I’d heard about Dominic so far didn’t make him sound like a cautious person, and this was clearly overkill for taking out the prince of an allied country.


  “Either Dominic has someone very smart guiding him, or something else is at work here…” Eric said. “No, actually, I wouldn’t call someone who did this very smart. Either way, if they’re willing to go this far, then we need to carefully consider how we handle things from here.”


  I had a similar opinion. To an extent, this situation was one of the possible situations he’d expected. I didn’t know if Eric had anticipated it would be the Underworld attacking us, but he had prepared countermeasures. In any event, he probably didn’t want to use them unless absolutely necessary, since it would mean revealing his cards.


  “I hadn’t thought it would turn out like this…but I don’t intend to make excuses. I didn’t take the situation as seriously as I should have, and I dragged you all into it,” Ellyse lamented. She must have felt guilty for having brought everyone along. “I can’t put everyone in danger like this. We should turn back immediately, return to Ronaudia. I’m sorry, Eric, Arius, but we need to put off talking to Dominic.”


  That may have been the correct decision, seeing as there was a chance more Underworld assassins would attack us, but I didn’t think the group would be happy if we made the decision for them. They were the ones who decided to come with us.


  “Ellyse, let’s start by talking to everyone. We can decide after that,” I said.


  We left the room and gathered everyone to explain that we had been attacked by an Underworld assassin who was over level 1,000. We hadn’t expected this to happen, and there was a chance we would be attacked again, so we were considering pulling back to Ronaudia.


  “Arius, does that mean you’d be turning back just for our sake?” Milia asked, looking straight into my eyes. 


  I knew she wouldn’t be happy with this.


  “Prince Eric, you intend to return us to Ronaudia, then come back to Granbride with just you, Arius, and Princess Ellyse, right? If that’s the case, then I will still accompany you, as your fiancée,” Sophia proclaimed resolutely.


  I’d figured Sophia would say that.


  Noelle looked uncertain and didn’t say anything. This wasn’t the sort of situation where she could make herself speak.


  “I understand what you’re saying, so I don’t mind if we do turn back, but I’m a member of the royal family of Ronaudia,” Zeke told us resolutely. “I have no intention of retreating just because the enemy is powerful.”


  It sounded like, even if we did return, he would choose to come with us again.


  “If Prince Zeke is going, then I am too. I am his fiancée, and I’ve made my decision,” Sasha said.


  She was normally your stereotypical noble girl, but she didn’t seem like she was going to back down. When Duke Jordan attacked, Zeke had traveled to the royal villa without telling Sasha to avoid getting her involved. When she heard about it afterward, she demanded answers and made him promise never to leave her behind like that again.


  With that, I had a general idea of how everyone felt. The only one we hadn’t checked with was Noelle.


  “Noelle, don’t worry about what everyone else is saying. Even if we don’t turn the Alphons around, I can Teleport you to Ronaudia if you want to go back,” I informed her. I had been planning to leave Noelle in my parents’ care if she wanted to return.


  “A-Arius…”


  Ellyse had semi-dragged Noelle into coming. There was no reason she needed to stay here with us.


  “Arius is right. Don’t stay if it’s not what you want,” Milia gently encouraged, and everyone nodded in agreement.


  “Noelle… I’m sorry for dragging you into this,” Ellyse admitted as she bowed apologetically.


  “I-I… I don’t want to hold everyone back… B-but I’m here because I want to be… I-it is what I want…”


  It looked like she didn’t want to go back alone. That decided it then.


  “Ellyse, if another Underworld assassin comes, I’ll protect everyone. I think we should be fine even if we don’t go back to Ronaudia,” I said.


  I wasn’t so full of myself that I thought I could win against literally anyone; it was a simple fact that I didn’t stand a chance against Alanis. But now, I was strong enough to protect everyone in most situations. Even if things got really bad, I should be able to get us all out and run away.


  Besides, since we were dealing with Underworld assassins, there was no guarantee we’d be safe even if we did go back to Ronaudia. If people knew we were friends, they might try to kidnap someone to use them as a hostage. You might get lost in endless rabbit holes if you start pondering that kind of thing. But I did know that being with me was probably the safest place for them in this situation. I planned to protect them all, no matter what happened.


  Noelle, Milia, and Sophia looked at me.


  “Arius…”


  “Thank you, Arius…”


  “Just…don’t do anything crazy…”


  “Why…are you doing all of this for me?” asked Ellyse. She seemed to think that my words were only to make her feel less anxious.


  “Ellyse, you think too much of me. I’m not doing this just for you. I’m just doing what I want to do,” I reiterated. 


  “You are thinking about me when you do this, aren’t you? Then I have to give my thanks.” She smiled happily. “Arius…thank you.”


  Afterward, I sent a Message to my parents about the Underworld. Sharing intel would help us prepare for whatever the enemy would come at us with.


  But anyway, we didn’t have enough information. Eric and the Intelligence Ministry were looking into things, and Ellyse was using the people at Mariano & Co. to snoop. I was also gathering information on my own, but I wasn’t finding anything on the Underworld.


  It was going to be rough trying to investigate the Underworld in a short period of time, considering how shrouded in mystery the organization was. Nevertheless, we needed info to make sure the enemy didn’t get the upper hand. I had Eric and Ellyse continue to check on Dominic while I decided to use different means.


  ***


  “ARIUS, you don’t often come visit me.”


  I was meeting with Alisa, the second-in-command of the hero’s party and chief of staff of the Ishtobal military, in a tavern room in Ishtobal’s capital. I’d contacted her via Message to tell her to make time for a meeting. And, obviously, I’d cast Sound Isolation on the room.


  Right now, the hero Abel had a grudge against me, and it was believed that I was working with Demon King Alanis. Ishtobal hadn’t made it public that Alanis and I had come to the palace at all, but everyone would still think it was reckless for me to visit the capital. Which meant they weren’t expecting it.


  I cast Perception Block and Invisibility, then Teleported into the city, searched for Alisa’s mana, and met up with her. I had a general idea of where the Alphons was, so I could quickly catch back up. If something happened to everyone while I was away, they could easily contact me via Message.


  “So, Arius, what brings you to me today?” Alisa asked. “I haven’t gathered enough information about who’s pulling the strings behind Shin yet to make a full report. There also hasn’t been any movement on the Abel or Hero’s Alliance front, so…some other reason?”


  “I need you to tell me what you know about something else. Obviously, I’ll pay an appropriate fee.”


  I told Alisa about the situation we were in, how we were attacked by an Underworld assassin, an insect tamer over level 1,000, while we were on the way to the capital of Granbride. It was likely Dominic who sent the insect tamer, and that the tamer had been serious about killing us.


  It was risky sharing this with Alisa because she might leak it, since she was secretly Altana, the Merchant of Death. The dark merchant would do anything for the right price, so that did mean she might know something that we didn’t.


  “Look at you, Arius, walking in and dropping a bomb like that. Well, Crown Prince Dominic’s fiancée is Princess Ellyse of Ronaudia. Considering everything the prince has done in the past, I can guess what his reason is for seeing you as an enemy.”


  Someone with the information-gathering skills Alisa had would definitely know something like that.


  “I have to say, not even I am that knowledgeable of the Underworld. All the same, considering my line of work, I have butt heads with them more than once. In those cases, either my cleaners or their assassins end up dead, so I never receive much information.”


  The insect tamer from the Underworld didn’t fear death at all. It was difficult to get one of their assassins to cough up information, even if you did capture one.


  “Even if you don’t know much, tell me what you do know,” I said. 


  “I do know that the Underworld has two types of assassins: in addition to their normal assassins, they have their ‘executioners’ who take out assassins who have failed in their missions or any witnesses. Those large-scale events that the Underworld is so famous for are carried out by the executioners. I imagine this insect tamer you fought was one of them.”


  Did that mean that not all assassins of the Underworld were the same caliber as the insect tamer?


  “Even you, Arius, should avoid drawing the wrath of an executioner. They say Underworld assassins are capable of taking out even an SSS-rank adventurer, but that is no mere rumor. You know the former SSS-rank adventurer Ulric Hind, yes? There was talk that he suddenly went missing, but the Adventurers Guild concealed the fact that he was actually killed by an executioner.”


  I knew about Ulric Hind going missing. I didn’t know how Alisa got that information, but the fact that she was saying it with such certainty meant it was true.


  “That’s about all I know about the Underworld. Still…if Prince Dominic is using Underworld assassins to take out a prince of an allied country, he’s completely lost his senses. What really doesn’t sit right with me is the fact that no one prevented such a vile attack.”


  Despite her wording, she looked completely unfazed. She was probably thinking the same thing I was.


  “I’m thinking there’s a possibility whoever was behind the Underworld attack is connected to whoever’s behind Shin. The SSS-rank adventurer was dispatched to work for Abel, and Dominic tried to eliminate a prince of Ronaudia. They don’t look like they’d have any connection, but both are things that shouldn’t normally happen, and someone forced them to happen. It feels like the same intent behind both.”


  It was just speculation at this point, but Alisa smiled cunningly as I talked it out.


  “I knew you weren’t just muscles, Arius. But even if you are correct, we can’t do anything if we don’t know who it is we’re dealing with.”


  “Which is why I came to ask for your help. If money were no issue and you used whatever means necessary, I think you could find out who’s pulling the strings behind Shin, couldn’t you?”


  Simply in terms of gathering intel, Eric and Ellyse rivaled Alisa, but Alisa was the sort of person who really would use whatever means necessary—and she was well acquainted with the dark side of society.


  “You make it sound simple, Arius, but we’re dealing with someone who will do what you wouldn’t normally think possible. They have so much money and authority that they can burn through it if they wish. It will take more than a little gold to stand up against them.”


  Alisa looked exasperated with me, but I’d expected her to say that. I opened my Inventory and pulled out enough fist-sized magic crystals to cover the floor.


  “Arius, this…”


  “They’re all magic crystals from monsters in the Citadel of Ancient Gods. You know how much this is worth, don’t you?”


  The stronger the monster, the larger and purer the magic stones it dropped. Crystals of this grade were worth at least one thousand gold pieces, which was roughly equivalent to ten million yen in Japan in my previous life. And it wasn’t just their value in gold that mattered. Magic crystals of this quality were invaluable as building materials for magic items or as energy sources for large magic items.


  “I’ll get ten thousand more magic crystals of this grade or higher, and I’ll leave these with you to cover your immediate expenses,” I said. 


  Alisa was the kind of person who would take advantage of you if you gave her the money up front, but the stones I showed her were from monsters that spawned on the relatively low floors of the Citadel. I’d finished the fifth extreme-difficulty dungeon with Grey and Selena, and the second one by myself.


  Ever since going solo in the dungeons, I kept redoing each floor until I could wipe out all the monsters without taking a single hit. That meant I had loads of even more expensive crystals. Ten thousand was a mere fraction of all the crystals I had.


  Besides, if I were going to convince Alisa I meant business, I needed to show her I was willing to throw this much money at the problem just to prove I had it.


  “I’ll throw in more if necessary, and there’ll be a bonus if you bring me what I need.”


  “Arius, you’re so generous.” Her expression had changed completely. She really was all about the money.


  “That’s how valuable I think this information is. I believe you can handle this, but that doesn’t mean I trust you completely. If you do a sloppy job, I’ll immediately cut you loose, and you’ll be my enemy. I won’t show any mercy.”


  I wasn’t really trying to threaten her. We did have a beneficial relationship, but she was the kind of person to flip sides the second she sensed someone else had the upper hand. It was better to make things clear between us.


  “I have no intention of making an enemy of you, Arius. I just need to do a good enough job that you’re satisfied, right?” she asked, looking unfazed. “I will uncover whoever it is behind Shin. Oh, and I did say I didn’t have enough information to give you a proper report, but I do have a tidbit that you might find interesting: Guild Headquarters has been in contact with other SSS-rank adventurers, not just Shin. I don’t know what their goal is yet, but it’s very suspicious, don’t you think?”


  She’d probably intended to only tell me that once she’d discovered more details, but she also tended to hold back info to help her negotiate. I really needed to drive things home with her now.


  “Alisa, I don’t care how incomplete the information is; you immediately tell me the minute you find anything out.”


  “If that’s what you want,” she replied, not sounding guilty in the slightest.


   


   


   


  Chapter 5: The Great Granbride Empire


   


  WHEN I got back to the Alphons, I told Eric and Ellyse everything I heard from Alisa. 


  I hadn’t mentioned Abel, the Hero’s Alliance, or Alanis to Ellyse before. Since she’s involved and the conversation wouldn’t be clear without that context, I explained that first. She understood immediately. 


  “This is a lot of information,” she muttered hesitantly. “Normally, these things would be difficult to believe, but I’ll trust you.” 


  “Thinking about it now, I probably should have explained things to you before we left for Granbride, but I didn’t know how much was connected,” I replied. 


  “So, the reason you’re telling me now is that you’ve learned there’s a connection between the Underworld attack and what’s going on with the hero and the demon king?” 


  “I don’t have any proof yet.” I then went on to tell them everything Alisa had told me. 


  “I see…” muttered Eric. “It seems this Alisa Kusunoki thinks the same as we do.” 


  I knew he was on the same wavelength. 


  “Receiving information on the Underworld is big,” Ellyse said. “Considering the possibility that another executioner may attack us, we should be more cautious.” Ellyse felt responsible for dragging everyone into this with us, but it looked like she’d shifted her focus to what it was she could do now. 


  “This is our problem, so we’ll reimburse you for the advance you gave Alisa, as well as the reward money you’ll give her,” Eric offered. 


  I hadn’t told them exactly how much the magic crystals I gave Alisa were worth, but he still planned to pay for everything. 


  “That’s not true, Eric. There’s a good chance this all started because people think I’m involved with Alanis, which means it’s my fault,” I countered. 


  “I understand what you’re saying, but you can’t deny we’re causing you trouble. How about we split it evenly between the three of us?” Ellyse suggested. 


  Neither Eric nor Ellyse looked like they were going to back down, so maybe it was better to compromise. 


  “Fine,” I relented. “If you’re okay with that. What I’ve given Alisa so far is just to cover her initial expenses. Do you mind if I give you the total of what it actually cost at the end?” 


  If Alisa did go and blow the money, I could just not tell them about it. Still, I figured Eric and Ellyse probably knew what I was thinking. 


  After that, we decided to only tell the others that there was a good chance someone other than Dominic was involved in the Underworld attack, and that there might be another similar attack. The less they needed to know, the better.


  After three and a half days traveling on the Alphons, we arrived in a town called Sidorya, which had the closest aerodrome to the capital, Granedge. From there, we would travel by carriage. We decided to leave a skeleton crew on the Alphons, with Captain Robert and the next fifteen highest-ranking crew members serving as our guards. 


  “First Prince Eric Stallion of the Kingdom of Ronaudia… My apologies, but are you the real Prince Eric? I haven’t received word that the prince would be visiting us.” 


  One of the Empire’s officials had come aboard to process our entry into the country, but he seemed suspicious of us. This was probably Dominic’s doing as well. He didn’t gain anything by breaking off his engagement with Ellyse and was probably planning on coming at us again after slowing us down. 


  “You may not have received word, but you do understand what this is, yes?” Eric replied, showing the official signed invitation from the Emperor of Granbride. It had both his signature and his seal. 


  “I… My apologies, Your Highness!” 


  Refusing to accept the invitation was the same as rejecting the emperor’s authority. Eric had probably prepared the invitation in advance because he suspected something like this might happen. 


  “Arius, shall we go?” Ellyse asked. As if it were perfectly normal, she clung to my arm as we disembarked the airship. Since we were in Granbride, we didn’t know who would be watching. 


  “You can’t be the only one who gets to do that,” Milia argued as she hurried over to cling to my other arm.
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  Was this kind of thing going to keep happening the entire time we were in Granbride? Sophia looked at us with mixed emotions, and Noelle looked on with envy. 


  “Prince Eric, please wait!” 


  Just as we were about to exit the aerodrome, a man with a guard of imperial knights came running up to Eric. He was built like a barrel, with obviously more fat on him than muscle. 


  “I am the governor of Sidorya, Count Otto Gasbray. I sincerely apologize for the discourtesy of my official!” 


  Was this Count Gasbray so flustered because of the slight, or was there another reason? Either way, he might be apologizing, but I didn’t feel like he meant it at all. 


  “It’s nothing, Count Gasbray. Your official simply didn’t recognize me. I’m not offended, so there’s no need to apologize. Now, we must be taking our leave,” replied Eric.


  “I-I can’t simply let this be! My official’s discourtesy is my responsibility… As an apology, I must insist that the entire city of Sidorya welcomes you, Your Highness!” 


  It might sound like he was trying to smooth things over, but it was blatantly obvious that he was trying to keep us here. 


  “Count Gasbray, I appreciate the offer, but we’re in a hurry. We couldn’t possibly leave the emperor waiting,” Eric declined with his usual refreshing smile, knowing what the count was up to. 


  I hadn’t heard anything about meeting the emperor, but the count couldn’t really stop us after that. And since he didn’t give any specific details, he could make any number of excuses for leaving. 


  And so, we left the aerodrome, leaving Count Gasbray fuming.


  We then hired carriages and finally headed toward the capital. These were obviously not as perfectly equipped as the royal family’s carriages, but they were plenty fancy enough. 


  It was about a four-hour ride from Sidorya to Granbride’s capital, Granedge. We split ourselves into two carriages, while the guards traveled on foot. It would’ve taken a long time to get enough horses for all the guards, and they were all high-level, so they could travel faster than a carriage. 


  I rode with Ellyse, Milia, and Noelle. Ellyse’s lady-in-waiting, Rozetta, was in the driver’s seat. The other carriage had Eric, Sophia, Zeke, and Sasha. In the driver’s seat of that carriage were Bela and Isha, Eric’s maid-guards. 


  After leaving Sidorya, my Scan picked up a group of people following us out of the town. There were over two hundred of them, and several were over level 100. There was a chance that they just happened to be leaving town at the same time as us, but even an hour after leaving Sidorya, they were still following us, keeping the exact same distance. 


  Ellyse seemed to notice them as well; we exchanged a look, and she nodded. I sent Eric a Message. 


  “Eric, did you notice the people tailing us?” 


  “I assume you mean the caravan behind us? Yes. Could you tell everyone that I’ll handle things if they attack?” 


  “I’m going to go check it out. You wait here,” I said after I informed Milia and Noelle. Then I cast Perception Block and Invisibility before going outside. 


  From the air above the caravan, I kept an eye on the wagons and the surrounding guards. There wasn’t anything suspicious at first glance, but the number of mana signatures I was getting with Scan wasn’t matching up with the number of people. More than half of the wagons were concealed. 


  I evaluated every person I got a ping from during my Scan because I imagined an Underworld assassin might be mixed in, concealing their mana. At least my Evaluate showed no executioner-class assassins. This level of forces was honestly a bit of a letdown after that Underworld insect tamer. Did that mean this was how Dominic normally did things? 


  I used Message to update Eric, then returned to my carriage and shared the information with everyone. 


  “Arius, I’m going to fight too,” Milia told me. “It looks like we might also get attacked after we get to the capital. I want to protect everyone.” 


  “A-Arius… I want to help too,” Noelle spoke up. “I don’t know if I can be helpful, though…” 


  Milia and Noelle had already changed and had their weapons ready. I didn’t think they were going to sit there and wait just because we had guards. It’s a basic fact that people need to protect themselves. 


  I wanted to protect everyone myself, but I couldn’t be with them the whole time. And I wasn’t planning on keeping them caged up like birds either. 


  “I understand how you two feel, but, Noelle, we’re about to start killing people. If you take part in the battle, you are at least indirectly killing someone else, even if you didn’t use a sword or a spell to do it.” 


  This would probably be Noelle’s first time in real combat. I felt bad sounding so threatening, but Noelle didn’t need to push herself to do what we were doing. 


  “A-Arius… I know. B-but if I don’t fight, someone else might die, right? I-I’m not going to be the only person staying somewhere safe.” Her expression was somber as she looked at me. 


  It looked like I’d underestimated her. If she hadn’t met me, if I hadn’t talked to her that first day in the library, she wouldn’t be here. She probably would’ve lived her life without encountering battle—but I dragged her into this. I didn’t just want to protect her; I wanted to help her. 


  “All right, Noelle. Hold on a second.” I sent Eric a Message telling him their intentions. He was the one in command of the guard, so this wasn’t a decision I could make on my own. 


  His response was immediate. 


  “Eric gives his permission for you two to fight,” I told them. “I know you know, but just don’t do anything too risky.” 


  “Thank you, Arius!” they exclaimed. 


  It wasn’t something to thank me for. Besides, they probably didn’t want a risk-taker like me telling them not to do something risky, but neither of them said anything. 


  I opened my Inventory and took out a silver staff studded with magic crystals and a bracelet, both magic items from a high-difficulty dungeon. 


  “Noelle, use these. They boost your mana and mana recovery. The staff is a strong weapon too.” 


  “Arius, thank you…” 


  “Noelle, you match me now,” Milia beamed. I’d given the same bracelet to Milia and the others before Duke Jordan’s attack, and she was wearing it now. Noelle seemed happy to have a matching bracelet with Milia. 


  Milia, Sophia, and Zeke were still using the weapons I’d given them. They’d all tried to give them back to me after the attack, but they’d seemed to find them easy to use, so I’d given the weapons and bracelets to them as gifts. 


  “Ellyse, what will you do?” I asked. 


  “By all means, I’m going to fight. This is my problem, and I don’t intend to leave it all in other people’s hands. I’ll show them they were foolish to think they could use force to make things go the way they want.” 


  Ellyse was raring to go. I probably didn’t need to give her any equipment; she’d already gotten hers ready. She wore a set of fitted cloth armor beneath pieces of white metal armor. The sword hanging from her belt was made of adamantite and had a large, blue magic crystal set into the hilt. All were top-class items, but the sword in particular was probably stronger than the two black and blue swords I used. 


  “Arius told me you’ve fought in a real battle, Milia,” she cautioned. “Be careful this time. Our enemy’s probably skilled. Noelle, we’ll let you know when they’re coming. If you tense up now, you’ll only tire yourself out.” It seemed like a natural response coming from Ellyse to them now.


  We continued along the road for a while, and they made their move when no one else was near us. Armed people spilled out of the wagons in a single wave and immediately closed in on us. Their equipment was varied, but their movements were controlled. There was a chance these same people would have attacked us at night if we’d let ourselves get stuck in Sidorya. 


  “Milia, Noelle, the enemy is coming,” I relayed. 


  “I know,” Milia responded, immediately casting her support spells. 


  Noelle clutched the silver staff to her chest, looking tense. 


  At Eric’s command, the guards fell into formation, blocking off the enemy’s approach. The attackers fired off offensive spells in unison, but the support guards anticipated a magic attack and cast several layers of defensive spells, completely shielding against the enemy’s pre-emptive strike. 


  We stopped our carriages and got out. Sophia, Zeke, and Sasha exited the carriage along with Eric. I didn’t know what Eric had told them, but it looked like they were going to be taking part in the battle as well. 


  “I recognize quite a few of these guys, Your Highness. These are the Obsidian Hyenas. They’re a mercenary group that’ll accept any job for the right price. Their methods might be shady, but they are good at what they do. I mean, not as good as us, of course.” Gregg looked unfazed, a cigarette dangling from his lips as he explained. His squad worked together to take out the attackers one by one. 


  “It doesn’t matter who we’re against; our duty is to protect the prince!” yelled Captain Robert. He and his crew were the cream of the crop of the royal knights, and they were easily overwhelming the other side despite the enemy having the advantage in numbers. 


  Add on Oscar’s squad of five knights, plus the guards for Zeke, Sophia, and Sasha, and it was going to be hard for the attackers to break through their formation. 


  “Milia, want to dive into the fray with me?” Ellyse asked. “Arius, can I ask you to look after everyone else?” 


  Milia shot me a look. She should be fine with Ellyse. “Yeah. If anything happens, I’ll take care of it.” 


  “Okay, Your Highness. We’ll be back, Arius!” 


  Then Milia and Ellyse mixed in with the guards and joined the front line. 


  “Shadow Thorns! Dark Flame!” cried Sophia. Shadow Thorns bound the enemies near the guards, while the more distant enemies were hit with the area-of-effect attack spell Dark Flame. Her specialty was Dark spells, and she always knew where it would be best to use them. 


  “Blessing of the Valkyrie!” cried Sasha as she cast the tier-three combined-elemental spell. A pale light engulfed Zeke and those in range of the spell. You could tell with Evaluate that their stats had increased. 


  Sasha was good at support spells; she was what you might call a buffer. She was in class B for our magic practical classes because it was hard to evaluate support spells, but she’d definitely be in class A if I were the teacher. 


  “I-I can help too… Stone Wall! Ah! Wh-why is it so big?!” cried Noelle. Her Stone Wall emerged right in the middle of the attackers, but it was unexpectedly twice the usual size due to the new magic items. 


  The attackers bounced off the sudden Stone Wall in their midst, which destroyed their formation. Noelle wasn’t good at attack spells, but her defensive spell was a great decision here. 


  “Way to go, Noelle. Just don’t push yourself too much,” I praised. 


  “Th-thank you, Arius… And I know.”


  Her face was pale as she watched the fighting, and her body was shaking because the attackers who had been knocked down by her Stone Wall were being taken out by the guards. 


  Without saying anything, I took her hand and squeezed it.


  “A-Arius…”


  “I mean it. Don’t push yourself too much. It takes time to get used to this sort of thing. I was scared the first time I had to do it too. You’re not alone, Noelle.”


  “A-Arius… Thank you…”


  I gently patted her shoulder as she began to cry. It seemed fine for me to stay with Noelle right now, seeing as it wasn’t my time to fight.


  Arrows of light traced nimbly through the air while a blade shone bright. Milia displayed her mastery over Light-element spells and skills as she cut through the enemy. She wanted to protect everyone, and she didn’t hesitate as she fought toe-to-toe with enemies over level 100.


  And Ellyse?


  “It’s plain to see that you don’t want to kill me. Are you planning to capture me? You don’t stand a chance unless you come with every intention of killing me,” she taunted.


  Every time she moved, another dead attacker fell to the ground. She wasn’t using skills or spells, just the one sword in her right hand as she unerringly finished enemy after enemy.


  Ellyse didn’t use skills or spells because her mana manipulation was extremely precise, enabling her to move so quickly that a normal person could only process blurred afterimages.


  Obviously, I could see her like normal. Ellyse was the first person around my age I’d ever seen who was that good at mana manipulation.


  In the end, we defeated more than 200 attackers. Once they started to notice a real possibility they might lose, some of them attempted to flee, but Gregg’s squad and Robert’s crew gave chase and took them out. We killed everyone except the people who surrendered. Apparently, this was just a portion of the Obsidian Hyenas. If we let any get away, they could call for reinforcements and attack again.


  Our side did suffer some injuries, but no fatalities. The average level and amount of training among Hyenas’ members were definitely not low, but our side was even better.


  Gregg’s squad and Robert’s crew were all over level 200, while the five members of Oscar’s squad were in the mid-100s. The only personal guards that didn’t break level 100 were Sophia’s and Sasha’s guards.


  “Hey, Gibson, what a crap captain of the Obsidian Hyenas you are. You know why I didn’t kill you, right? Who hired you?” Gregg was interrogating Gibson Blackwell, captain of the Obsidian Hyenas.


  “You bastard… You’re Gregg of the Extermination Brigade! I heard a rumor you quit as a mercenary and became the lapdog of some rich swine, but now you’re not even killing people who surrendered? You’ve gone real soft.”


  “I’m not so senile I want to talk about the old days with you. I’m not killing all of you ’cause the prince said not to. Since I’m a lapdog, you know? Come on, now, spit out that name for me. Who hired you?”


  “You don’t survive long as a mercenary if you don’t have tight lips. Someone like you should know that. No way I can tell you who— It was the governor of Sidorya. We were hired by Count Otto Gasbray.”


  Eric had cast a mind-control spell on him. Very effective during these situations.


  “Was Prince Dominic involved in the attack?” Eric asked.


  “I don’t know. We just accepted the money from Count Gasbray.”


  Well, Dominic probably wasn’t that much of an idiot. We’d captured about thirty of the attackers, including Gibson. Gibson, on his own, was plenty of evidence to hold on to, but if Eric were going to have the rest killed, he would already have done so, which meant he wasn’t planning on going that far.


  “It will take time to transport this many people,” I informed them.


  We’d destroyed the attacker’s wagons as they tried to escape. I was starting to consider using Teleport to transport them all somewhere near the imperial capital, but that’s when Ellyse interrupted my thoughts.


  “Don’t worry about that. I had a feeling we might find ourselves unable to find carriages. Some should be here soon.”


  We waited a little bit after tying up all the loose ends, and a caravan appeared from down the road. There were two black-lacquered carriages for nobles and three wagons. Surrounding the caravan was a mounted guard of about twenty people.


  “Apologies for the wait.” An older gentleman in a tuxedo disembarked from the leading carriage. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but something about him reminded me of Rozetta.


  His name was Marco Williams. He was the manager for Mariano & Co., the merchant company Ellyse ran under a fake name, and—I only learned this later—the younger brother of Rozetta.


  Mariano & Co. was one of the top five largest merchant companies of Ronaudia and had a branch in Granedge. The company’s secret face was actually that of the unofficial information network for Ronaudia, and it was involved in a variety of things, acting as Ellyse’s men on the ground.


  “Marco, we’ve found transportation for ourselves, but could you take these people we’ve captured?” Ellyse asked.


  “At your command, Your Highness.”


  Marco gave orders to the Mariano workers and guards, who then piled the bound attackers into the wagons. They actually seemed used to this sort of work, and it went swiftly.


  ***


  “DID you just say that Eric made it to Sidorya? What is the meaning of this?! Are you telling me the Underworld assassin failed?!”


  In Black Blade Manor, Prince Dominic hurled his glass of wine at the floor when he received the report.


  “I haven’t received a report from the Underworld, but the situation does imply that,” Marquess Gazel answered. “And that isn’t all, Your Highness. It appears Prince Eric received an official invitation letter from His Eminence, and we were unable to keep him in Sidorya. Count Gasbray hurriedly sent a mercenary band after them, but they were also wiped out.”


  Marquess Gazel had planned to attack Eric and his group in Sidorya, even before they’d hired the Underworld to assassinate him. However, Eric had anticipated that high-risk attack and also eliminated the mercenary group.


  Georg Steinhart, of the Twelve Imperial Swords, was not present for this discussion because he was an outsider. They couldn’t have him hearing about the Underworld.


  “I’ve stopped receiving regular contact, so it appears my agent has been killed,” a voice spoke up. The Bandaged Man had appeared suddenly, just like he had when he took their request in the first place. “I had considered the possibility they’d evade him, but I never expected they’d kill Elmer the Insect Tamer. That was entirely unplanned for.”


  Elmer the Insect Tamer could control millions of Metal Flies and was as destructive as a natural disaster. It should have been difficult for even an SSS-rank adventurer to take him out. When the Bandaged Man made his plan, he included the possibility that Eric’s group would avoid the swarm of Metal Flies. If they did, they would either fly around and go to the imperial capital or return to Ronaudia. Either way, the Metal Flies would follow and cause immense damage wherever they went. That would have served as good fuel for forming a rift between the countries of Ronaudia and Granbride.


  Accepting the request from Prince Dominic was a mere facade for the Underworld. The Bandaged Man was operating under the orders of his real employer.


  “You make it sound like this isn’t your fault! How do you plan to take responsibility for this?!” Prince Dominic demanded.


  “Despite your insistence, all of this was simply unplanned for. We will, of course, complete a request we’ve accepted. ‘Failure’ is not a word in the Underworld’s dictionary.”


  This was undeniably a lie. It was said there wasn’t a person in the world that the Underworld couldn’t kill, but assassination was still nothing more than a job for them. If they decided the difficulty of the request outweighed the payment, they’d simply eliminate the person who hired them and make it as if the request never existed in the first place.


  But this was the one time they could not hold back, as their real employer required it to be done.


  “Well then, I must make preparations for our next attempt. If you’ll excuse me,” the Bandaged Man said.


  “Wait! I’m not done talking to you! Our first priority is securing Ellyse. Don’t forget that!”


  “Oh, my prince, no worries, I am utterly aware.”


  The Bandaged Man disappeared suddenly, going in the same manner he’d come, and Prince Dominic clicked his tongue in annoyance.


  “I can’t trust that man… I have no idea what he’s thinking,” he grumbled, then turned the brunt of his anger toward Marquess Gazel. The marquess had told him that he would get everything he wanted if he used the Underworld, but Eric was still alive, and they hadn’t managed to capture Ellyse. “Do something, Gazel. If you must take extreme measures, I’ll make sure any controversy goes away. Use whatever means necessary, but you must capture Ellyse!”


  It had been Marquess Gazel who had erased all the bad things Prince Dominic had done in the past, but it seemed the prince had mistaken that as his own ability.


  The thoughts in Prince Dominic’s head were palpably obvious to Marquess Gazel with just one look at his expression. This man wasn’t suited for the imperial throne. He couldn’t even communicate subtly. That was why Marquess Gazel had helped him reach his current high position. He would be easy to manipulate, and there was no going back now that he’d found out about the marquess’s involvement with the Underworld.


  Marquess Gazel didn’t trust the Underworld and was planning to capture Princess Ellyse himself. There were people under his influence in the capital, and he could have criminal organizations or members of the anti-imperial faction act on his behalf. In the end, he would win so long as he possessed the princess. There were several ways to go about it.


  “Very well, Your Highness. If you would like me to take care of this, may I request that you lend me Georg Steinhart?”


  “What are you planning, using that barbaric man? He’s not the sort of person to do what we want him to.”


  “I’m aware, but I simply need to make him want to do it,” the marquess answered confidently.


  “…Fine. Do what you want, Gazel, but I will not accept failure.”


  “I understand, Your Highness,” the marquess responded with a sinister smile.


  ***


  GRANEDGE, the imperial capital of Granbride, was a big city with a population of two million. It was a massive castle city with three layers of city walls, each over thirty feet tall, making the entire city feel like a fortress.


  We entered the city from the eastern gate. Three of our wagons carried “goods” of a dubious nature, but none of our luggage was searched for some reason.


  We were heading toward the center of the city, on the inside of the second wall. Normally, when royalty visited a country, the receiving country would arrange for the royal to stay in their official residence, but Eric had spoken with the Emperor of Granbride in advance and arranged for us to stay elsewhere. Our actions would be restricted if we stayed in facilities owned by the imperial government.


  In the center of the city were some government facilities, as well as mansions for nobles and wealthy merchants. Our caravan pulled up in front of one of these mansions, and the gate guard bowed to us before opening the gate. Our carriages entered the high walls surrounding the mansion’s grounds along with our wagons of dubious “goods.”


  Inside the walls was a spacious manicured garden. In the middle of the grounds was a white, roomy mansion surrounded by several other buildings. Our carriages stopped in front of the white mansion.


  “All right, everyone, feel free to go inside. Eric, there are people from the Intelligence Ministry inside. You can put our prisoners in the cells underground for now,” Ellyse said.


  We were at her mansion. It was definitely not uncommon for noble mansions to have cells below ground, but I had a feeling they were well-used, considering they belonged to Ellyse.


  When we entered the building, we found a man in his late twenties with gray hair, wearing all black, in the entrance hall. That was Leon Graham, Section Chief of Section Three of the Royal Intelligence Ministry. He was one of my father’s most trusted men, and he had been operating under Eric’s orders ever since the attack in the Academy’s dungeon. He’d arrived before us in Granedge and had been gathering information on Dominic.


  “Prince Eric. I apologize for bothering you right away, but I’ve received a response from Prince Dominic. It’ll be tomorrow at eight o’clock in the evening at the prince’s residence, Black Blade Manor,” Leon reported.


  “You’re quick, Leon. Ellyse and I are planning to negotiate with Dominic. You don’t mind attending as well, do you, Arius?” Eric inquired.


  It looked like Eric had told Leon to arrange a meeting with Dominic. It was risky going into the enemy’s home base, but we’d only risk doing it if it was good for us too.


  “You Intelligence Ministry people are incredible,” Ellyse marveled. “Not only do you handle negotiations and intel gathering, but you’re also security for my mansion. It’s been a huge help.”


  Other than Leon, other people from the Intelligence Ministry were hiding in the area around Ellyse’s mansion using Perception Block and Invisibility. 


  “And we appreciate your assistance as well, Your Highness,” Leon answered with a bow. “Without the support of Mariano & Co., we wouldn’t have been able to gather information as easily as we have.”


  Mariano & Co. was just as good at getting information as the Royal Intelligence Ministry. 


  Another Intelligence Ministry section chief accompanied our mission, Douglas Freed of Section Four. He was also a part of the resistance against Duke Jordan’s attack, and he was currently in command of the Ministry people acting as guards outside.


  “Anyway, we have things prepared for the time being. Everyone, we have free time until tomorrow evening. Would you like to see some of the city? I can show you around,” Ellyse offered.


  People had been watching us ever since we’d stepped foot in Granedge. Some were very obviously following us all the way to Ellyse’s mansion, and there were watchers still gathered around the mansion.


  Going out in this situation was basically begging to be attacked, but it would actually be better for us if we were—we could use it to our advantage.


  We didn’t have any evidence that Dominic had requested the Underworld insect tamer. In terms of the attack by the Obsidian Hyenas mercenaries, Dominic could merely say that it was Count Gasbray acting alone, and there’d be nothing we could do. We needed clear proof that Dominic was the one to make the call.


  The five girls started chatting while drinking tea. It felt like the other girls were trying to be there emotionally for Noelle, who had experienced combat for the first time that day. Sasha hadn’t been in the fight with Duke Jordan, but she’d apparently already seen combat in the territory of her family, House Blancard. She’d been calm during today’s battle. Zeke hadn’t known this, so he was surprised at how Sasha had handled the fight.


  Once night came around, we all went out to one of the best restaurants in all of Granedge in an attempt to rile Dominic up.


  In line with the restaurant’s dress code, I wore a suit while the girls wore gowns. Ellyse had prepared gowns for Milia and Noelle, who hadn’t owned any.


  “A-Arius… D-do I look weird?”


  “No. It looks really nice on you, Noelle.”


  She wore a simple white dress with few embellishments. Noelle had all the makings of a pretty girl anyway, so a nice hairdo and some light makeup turned her into a sweet, still-innocent sort of beauty.
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  “Just as I thought. Noelle, you are adorable,” Milia gushed, staring at Noelle, as happy for Noelle as if she were the one getting the compliments.


  “D-don’t stare like that, Milia; it’s embarrassing…” Noelle turned bright red, making everyone smile.


  “Your dress looks nice on you too, Milia,” I said.


  Milia, with her pure-white hair and violet eyes, was wearing a pale blue dress embroidered with roses.


  “Y-you think so? I’m not sure this sort of thing suits me, but it makes me happy to hear you say that, even if you’re just being polite.”


  “I don’t say things just to be polite. You know that.”


  “I agree, Milia; it looks really good on you,” Sophia beamed. Her hair, the color of milky tea, and her emerald eyes were paired with a brilliant blue gown.


  “I think everyone looks so pretty, and I’m just another girl.” Ellyse’s golden hair and deep blue eyes were set off by the red-and-black dress that bared her back. 


  Sophia was a perfect, sweet beauty, while Ellyse was a perfect, dignified beauty. They were completely different types, but they were a dazzling sight when they stood next to each other.


  “What do you think about us, Arius?” Ellyse had a teasing smile.


  “You and Sophia also look really good. I might end up staring at you.”


  “Arius… You shouldn’t joke like that…” Sophia’s cheeks blushed.


  It didn’t seem right for me to be ignoring her fiancé and giving her compliments, but Eric also didn’t seem to mind, so it wasn’t a problem.


  Zeke offered his arm to Sasha, and Eric offered his to Sophia.


  “Arius, you’ll be escorting us three tonight,” Ellyse said.


  “Yeah, I know.”


  Ellyse took my left arm, Milia took my right, and Noelle held my right hand. Milia and Noelle turned bright red, but Ellyse smiled with satisfaction. 


  It was at that point that I started to wonder what the heck I was doing.


  The other guests at the restaurant looked at us with exasperation, jealousy, or envy. I ignored them and looked for any hostile or monitoring looks. We were still being observed, even here.


  As we all ate together, I kept monitoring the surrounding movements with Scan. I was interested in two women. One of them had black hair, and the other had dull red hair. They were both in their late twenties, beautiful, and good at concealing their mana. The women were pretending to be normal restaurant guests, but Evaluate told me they weren’t. If these two were Underworld assassins, then they were strong enough to be executioners.


  I told Eric and Ellyse about them in a Message, but I decided I’d just enjoy the meal until they tried something. The food was a multicourse meal, and the servers brought out plate after plate of what looked like really expensive food. It didn’t taste bad, but Milia and Noelle were worried about the price.


  “Don’t worry about the cost,” Ellyse reassured, noticing how they were acting and preempting anything. “You’re here because I asked you to be. The money I’ll pay is a necessary expense for luring out our enemy. Oh, look, I think we’ve hooked something. And it seems like a rather large catch this time.”


  Ellyse was looking at a group of men in tuxedos. I had already noticed them entering the restaurant. They were hiding weapons under their clothes, but it was obvious they were there. One was arguing with a restaurant worker because he wasn’t even bothering to hide his weapon.


  He was a good-looking man with long black hair and gray-blue eyes. His tall form, a good bit over six feet, was lean and fit. The man’s eyes were sharp, and hostility oozed out of every pore on his body. The sword on his back was longer than his frame.


  “Be careful, Arius. That’s Georg Steinhart, one of the Twelve Imperial Swords,” Ellyse whispered to me.


  I had to agree; he was strong.


  I didn’t know how he did it, but Georg managed to get permission to come into the restaurant with the sword still on his back. His group of tuxedo-wearing men walked our way.


  “Well, would you look at this here? If it isn’t Prince Eric, Prince Zeke, and Princess Ellyse? I heard from Prince Dominic that you’d unexpectedly returned to Ronaudia, Princess Ellyse. Now you’re back in Granedge?” taunted one of the men. He was slightly older than middle age, with white flecks in his hair. That was Marquess Gazel LeGericault. He was one of the major players in the anti-imperialist faction of nobles and was known as Dominic’s right-hand man.


  “It’s been a while, Marquess Gazel. We only arrived in Granedge today. We’re scheduled to see Prince Dominic tomorrow,” Eric said. He and his siblings had met Marquess Gazel at official and social events. The marquess went down the row, greeting Sophia and Sasha as well.


  “Prince Eric, may I ask who this is?” he asked, pretending to be ignorant as he pressed Eric to introduce me.


  I wasn’t planning to engage in a battle of wits here, so I decided to go straight on the offense. “Marquess Gazel, my name is Arius Gilberto. I’m the son of Darius Gilberto, chief minister of Ronaudia. And I’m sure you’re aware, but I’ve come to take Ellyse away from Prince Dominic.”


  “What did you say…?” he uttered, dumbfounded. 


  The people around us began to buzz. I had been perfectly audible to any guests who were listening in. My sudden declaration had left the others at my table surprised too, but Eric wore his usual refreshing smile, and Ellyse looked happy as she clung to my arm, seeming to understand my plan.


  “So, there you have it, Marquess Gazel. Would you please share that with Prince Dominic?” Ellyse asked, her bold statement making the other guests break into murmured whispers again. We were going to be the subject of gossip throughout Granedge at this rate.


  “Princess Ellyse… What is the meaning of this?” The smile had disappeared from Marquess Gazel’s face.


  Maybe I should hit him with a follow-up strike. “And you know, Granbride is surprisingly dangerous. We’ve been attacked twice on our way here to Granedge. The first was an Underworld assassin. The second was a mercenary group called the Obsidian Hyenas. I don’t know who sent them after us. What do you think of the situation, Marquess?”


  I didn’t say a single word about whom I suspected; the other restaurant guests would jump to their own conclusions and start rumors, seeing as Marquess Gazel was an important figure in the anti-imperialist faction.


  “It’s regrettable that the safety of the Empire is declining, but are you sure you’re not imagining things? I can’t believe an Underworld assassin came to Granbride,” the marquess deflected, maintaining an air of composure, though his eyes weren’t smiling. They said he wanted to kill me so badly he could barely stand it. “Georg, what are you doing?” he suddenly shouted, sounding angry.


  Georg didn’t seem interested in our conversation at all. He wasn’t even looking at us.


  “I came with you because you said I’d get some food. If you’re going to make me wait any longer, I’m leaving,” Georg grunted, sounding annoyed. But then his eyes fell on me, and his attitude changed completely. “Who…the hell are you? You might think you’re hiding yourself well, but you don’t fool me, boy.”


  I was concealing my mana and used Falsify Ability to fudge my level and stats, but Georg was a high enough level that he could tell something was off.


  “I have already told the marquess my name. I’m Arius Gilberto, eldest son of Chief Minister Darius Gilberto of Ronaudia,” I answered.


  “That’s not what I’m asking. I’m not interested in what you’re planning…but if you’re after Prince Dominic, you’ll have to come through me first.”


  He put his hand on the sword on his back, and I could feel bloodlust emanate from him. Georg didn’t seem to care at all that this was a high-class restaurant where nobles gathered, while Marquess Gazel didn’t even try to hide the smug look on his face. It seemed he had planned to push Georg, but now Georg was going on a rampage all of his own accord, and the marquess just needed to clean up afterward.


  Georg’s hostility was frightening the other guests around us.


  “Georg, we came to speak with Prince Dominic. We’re not planning whatever it is you’re thinking,” interrupted Ellyse as she put herself between us. She wasn’t scared in the slightest when his anger turned toward her. “Calm yourself. If you do this, you won’t be able to stand by Prince Dominic’s side, or are you planning to break your promise with the late emperor?”


  Those words seemed to reach Georg because he clicked his tongue in annoyance and let go of his sword. “You mean what you say, Princess?”


  “I do. So long as Prince Dominic doesn’t make a move against me.”


  Georg turned away to leave the restaurant.


  “Georg! Wait… Prince Eric, I’ve just remembered an important matter that needs to be taken care of. If you’ll excuse us,” Marquess Gazel hastily said. After shooting Ellyse a look, he hurried after Georg.


  At some point, the red-haired woman and the black-haired woman had disappeared. I’d noticed, obviously, because my Scan pinged.


  We went back to our meal, and I cast Sound Isolation so the people around us couldn’t hear our conversation.


  “Sorry for picking a fight like that,” I told the group.


  “I guessed what was going on. Those people are Princess Ellyse’s enemies, right? Of course, you’re going to pick a fight with them. Arius, they were the ones trying to start something with us!” huffed Milia.


  I got the impression she’d been trying to keep herself from speaking while they were here.


  “They came to get a feel for the situation, I imagine,” Sophia noted. “I was a little surprised because I hadn’t expected it, but I don’t think what you did was wrong, Arius.”


  “Y-you did it on purpose for Princess Ellyse,” Noelle said. She and Sophia seemed to understand what I was thinking.


  Ellyse smiled. “It makes me happy that you would do that for me, Arius. If you hadn’t done something, I would have.”


  “What did you mean when you mentioned the late emperor to Georg?” I asked.


  “I don’t know the details, but I heard that the late emperor adored Dominic. Before he died, he told Georg to protect him.”


  The late emperor of Granbride was known for having a very warrior-like personality. I was surprised to hear there was a more caring side to him.


  “I don’t know what Georg’s thinking, but I know he’ll be what can only be called stubbornly faithful when it comes to protecting Dominic,” Ellyse explained. “I suppose that’s just how important his promise with the late emperor is.”


  Georg had the same sort of…something…about him as me. He was probably battle-obsessed too. Did that mean he was being stubbornly faithful to a promise he had made with the late emperor, a person he respected as a warrior?


  “Princess Ellyse, don’t you think it’s time to put a little space between you and Arius?” Milia pointed out, her eyes hooded as she glared at Ellyse.


  Ellyse, however, was unfazed. “Oh, you think? Isn’t this better for starting rumors? And you don’t have to hold back so much either.”


  “It seems things are likely to become complicated. Arius probably noticed, but Marquess Gazel and his people weren’t the only ones who came to appraise us,” Eric said with a dauntless smile. He was talking about the two women. “That makes me think someone will make a move tonight. However, we were also able to estimate the strength of our opponent.”


  Our enemies weren’t the only ones observing the other side. We had Intelligence Ministry agents hidden throughout the area, and some of them followed Marquess Gazel’s group once they left the restaurant. All employees of Mariano & Co. had been mobilized as well. Eric and Ellyse intended to fully reveal all the forces Dominic had set in motion.


  Even after we left the restaurant, people were tailing our carriages, but there weren’t enough of them to make me think they were going to attack. We steadily laid the groundwork, with me, Eric, and Ellyse in constant communication through Message.


  ***


  IT was just past midnight when an armed group of over two hundred people, all of them masked, scaled the walls of the mansion and snuck in. This sizable force was able to infiltrate unnoticed because they were accustomed to attacking under the cover of darkness. The intruders split into small groups and melted into the darkness before gathering to come for us.


  The armed forces hurried through the mansion grounds without a sound, but the people waiting for them were merciless. Area-of-attack spells exploded with a boom. Mana-cloaked swords cut down attacker after attacker.


  “We’re not letting a single one of you bastards get away,” called Gregg. His squad of twelve showed perfect coordination.


  The attackers were criminals who made a living off kidnapping and theft. They weren’t that strong in battle. It was only a matter of time before Gregg’s squad wiped them out, but there were others out there using this attack as a decoy.


  Two women, one with black hair and one with dark red hair, snuck into the second floor of the mansion using Short Teleport. They’d also already cast Perception Block and Invisibility.


  “I’ll clean up the people in our way. Summon Spirits of the Dead!”


  The black-haired woman cast a spell from a mezzanine that overlooked the first floor. A portal of darkness appeared in the air, and high-level undead spirit monsters like Nightmares and Soul Eaters poured out. 


  That woman was Magiura, the Spirit Summoner of the Underworld. She finished off her marks by manipulating undead monsters while she herself hid in the darkness. Magiura preferred spirit-type undead monsters because they didn’t leave a trace.


  “Using undead is just poor taste,” Captain Robert retorted.


  Unfortunately for Magiura, the guards were reacting quickly as well. Robert led the ten members of the Alphons crew to block the undead creatures’ path. Even if they were fighting high-level undead, they were still the cream of the knight crop. The undead didn’t have the advantage, but they did outnumber the knights. They continued to pour from the dark gate and spread throughout the mansion.


  Suddenly, several of the undead were split in two, making them disappear. The attack nullified the attackers’ Perception Block and Invisibility, revealing Leon and the agents of Section Three of the Royal Intelligence Ministry.


  “I apologize for being so late, Captain Robert. Together, we’ll defend the second floor or die trying,” Leon said.


  The horde of undead spirits coming down to the first floor was met by Oscar’s five knights and the five members of the Alphons crew that Captain Robert dispatched. However, Magiura was summoning new monsters faster than they could kill them. The horde of undead spirits coming down to the first floor was met by Oscar’s five knights and the five members of the Alphons crew that Captain Robert dispatched. However, Magiura was summoning new monsters faster than they could kill them.


  The other intruder, the woman with the dull red hair, was Angela. She was still concealed and passed right by the fighting as she wandered into the center of the mansion. She was a true assassin, someone who had dedicated her life to honing her deadly craft. Angela was confident that there wasn’t a person she couldn’t kill, so long as she could get close enough to them.


  Despite being an assassin, she wasn’t disappointed that her current mission was abduction and not murder. Nothing came before the mission to an Underworld assassin. She’d seen Ellyse at the restaurant—she wouldn’t mistake her target. Still hidden, she cast a series of Short Teleports, searching for Ellyse using the mana pings in her Scan.


  On the fourth Short Teleport, she discovered Ellyse’s room. The girl was huddled in her bed, trying to stay quiet. The sounds of fighting probably had her trembling in fear. 


  Angela felt no emotions. She planned to strike Ellyse once to render her unconscious. That one blow would take her completely by surprise.


  Except Ellyse dodged it, even though she shouldn’t have been able to see it coming. She looked at Angela, who was now visible after the attack.


  “I knew you were coming, but you were easier to dodge than I’d expected,” she said.


  Ellyse’s lady-in-waiting, Rozetta, was waiting by the wall and threw a knife at Angela without a sound. Without turning around, Angela snatched the knife from midair and threw it back. The blade grazed Rozetta’s cheek and stuck into the wall next to her, but Rozetta’s expression didn’t change in the slightest as she drew another knife and rushed Angela.


  “Fall back, Rozetta. This opponent is too nasty,” ordered Ellyse.


  She drew the sword from the sheath she had in her hands and sped up, the blade of her sword glowing with blue mana as she closed in on Angela. But Ellyse wasn’t so fast that Angela couldn’t react. She drew two rapiers from her belt, used one to block Ellyse’s blade, then tried to stab Ellyse in the shoulder with the other. She could injure the princess, just not kill her. However, Angela’s thrust didn’t connect with Ellyse. A surge of mana erupted from Ellyse’s sword, hurling Angela backward.


  “I don’t really like relying on my weapon’s power, but I have no other choice with my current strength,” Ellyse said.


  The sword, with its large blue stone embedded in the hilt, was a special-class magic item passed down through the generations of Ronaudian royalty, called the Avarice Blade. It could boost the user’s mana several times over. The blue mana surged upward with a roar. Sped up by the effects of the Avarice Blade, Ellyse was now faster than Angela, but Angela still fought skillfully back with her two rapiers.


  The two stood toe-to-toe in battle, but as time went on, Ellyse’s movements began to grow slower. Her body couldn’t endure the Avarice Blade ramping up her mana that much. But Ellyse still forced herself to keep moving, her body screaming in pain as she did. Despite it all, reality was cruel, and Angela was Ellyse’s better in terms of skill. Her rapiers sent Ellyse’s sword flying from her hands.


  “Your Highness!” Rozetta screamed, but the blade still rushed onward, about to pierce Ellyse’s body.


  The moment before it touched her, a wall of light appeared, blocking the attack.


  Impenetrable Defense?! Angela thought.


  She was trapped inside the wall of light. Angela tried using Short Teleport to escape, but she couldn’t cast the spell. There was also a Teleport Jam spell already active.


  Angela tried thrusting her rapier into the wall of light with every speck of mana she had focused into its blade, but she made no mark, no matter how many times she stabbed it.


  “I know you must be frustrated, Ellyse. I’m sorry I stepped in.” A young man with silver hair and ice-blue eyes appeared. Arius Gilberto, the person who’d claimed he’d steal Ellyse from Prince Dominic.


  Arius moved over to Rozetta and healed the scratch on her cheek. Rozetta responded with a wordless but gracious bow.


  “It is frustrating that I couldn’t win, but you don’t need to apologize,” Ellyse responded. “You let me have my way and then saved me… Thank you, Arius!” She clung to him, looking happy. “Can Eric win against the other executioner?”


  “She’s top class, but I think Eric can manage.”


  Their conversation didn’t feel right to Angela. They didn’t seem threatened at all.


  There was this Impenetrable Defense that she couldn’t even scratch. And if they could have used Teleport Jam, they could have prevented them from infiltrating the mansion in the first place. Then the timing of Arius’s appearance was far too coincidental. It was almost as if they’d been dancing to Arius’s tune this whole time…


  That’s when Angela finally understood the exact nature of the beast she’d taken on.


  The fighting continued in scattered pockets around Ellyse’s mansion. There were the spirit-type undead that continued to be summoned even as others were defeated. Douglas’s Ministry agents had been lying in wait to act as a mobile unit to support where needed but were now in the fray as a furious battle unfolded. Milia and the others were hiding in the relatively spacious dining hall in anticipation of the attack. They had Sophia’s, Zeke’s, and Sasha’s guards with them and were away from the fighting. They could also fall into formation and defend themselves there if they were attacked.


  Milia cracked the door open and peeked outside.


  “It’s never-ending. The guards are fighting so hard, but when they defeat one, another just takes its place,” she relayed.


  She knew that Eric’s guards and the Ministry agents were strong, but they were against undead monsters that never tired. It was obvious that a drawn-out battle was worse for her side.


  “I’m going to go join the fight. Sophia, Prince Zeke, can you take care of Sasha and Noelle?” she asked.


  “I’m going too,” Sophia said. “I might not be much help, but I can support at least. And my guards will add to the forces a bit.”


  “Me too. If we stay here hiding, we don’t know what will come find us,” Prince Zeke insisted.


  “If Prince Zeke is going, I am too,” Sasha added.


  “M-me too… I don’t think I’ll be very useful, but…u-undead are weak against Fire-element spells, right? They’re not my best, but I can use a couple…”


  Milia did some calm calculations about their fighting force. Sophia’s, Zeke’s, and Sasha’s guards weren’t as powerful as Eric’s guards or the Ministry agents. It shouldn’t be a problem if Sophia and the other three provide support from the rear.


  “All right. We’ll all go together, but prioritize protecting yourself so you don’t hold back the others who are fighting. And definitely don’t go into the front line.”


  They left the dining hall, where they found two knights of Oscar’s squad fighting a Nightmare.


  Nightmares were semi-transparent, horse-shaped monsters wreathed in blue hellfire, and their level was over 200. Oscar’s knights weren’t going to lose if it was two of them against one Nightmare, but another Nightmare was approaching them from behind.


  “I’ll take the front, everyone!” Milia called.


  “Wait a moment, Milia! Blessing of the Valkyrie!” cried Sasha. The pale light of the support spell enveloped Milia, boosting her stats.


  “Thank you, Sasha. Here I go!”


  Milia sped up as she silent cast several Shining Arrows and Holy Spears. A Nightmare would be a tough opponent for Milia to take on alone, but she was good at Light-element spells, which was a weakness for undead—she could inflict some good damage.


  Milia covered the backs of the two knights and went to town on the spells until the Nightmare reached her.


  But she wasn’t charging recklessly into the front lines alone.


  “Let’s do what we can,” Sophia called out. “Guards, form a frontline for a tight defense. Guard! Magic Guard!”


  Undead were resistant to Dark-element spells, which were Sophia’s specialty, and defensive and support spells weren’t very effective when they were Dark-element, so Sophia was using non-elemental spells, which she didn’t use often.


  They weren’t immediately adding themselves to the front line because there was a risk the formation would collapse due to their low levels. Sophia understood that they couldn’t be any more useful than spreading out the monsters’ attacks by becoming another target.


  “Water Shield!” Zeke shouted, casting the defensive spell on himself as he stood a little behind the guards. Since the guards were at a higher level and the Nightmare was much stronger, he decided to stay in support. He did his best, calmly assessing the combat as it unfolded.


  The other Nightmare reached them before the two knights had finished off the first one. Milia activated Scintillating Blade and stood in the path of the second Nightmare. If she didn’t need to guard the knights, she could have moved about the battlefield like she would normally, but a wrong move here would leave a target on the knights’ backs.


  “Don’t worry about us. Focus on attacking that thing!” yelled Jarred, one of the knights. He left the knight next to him to take care of the Nightmare they’d been fighting and shifted over to support Milia.


  “Thank you, now I can go all-out!” Milia let out a burst of speed, using Fly and Haste to rush through the air wherever she wanted, attacking the Nightmare. She landed a hit from its blind spot using a Shining Arrow, delivering some serious damage.


  “You’re still a first-year in the Academy, aren’t you? Not too bad. But I’m not gonna let you outdo me.” Jarred grinned, taking on the tank role while Milia unleashed a series of rapid attacks. Once the other knight had finished off the first Nightmare, he joined Jarred and Milia in their front line. It didn’t take long to defeat the second Nightmare after that.


  But that didn’t mean the fight was over. A new high-level undead was heading their way. This time, it was a Soul Eater. It had an ethereal body like a mass of fog with an old man’s face hovering within it. It was over level 300, strong enough that the two knights could barely hold out against it with Milia’s help. The three of them nodded to each other, readying themselves for a fight against a powerful opponent.


  Before it reached them, though, the Soul Eater disappeared. Eric had appeared and finished it off with a sword coated in mana.


  “Apologies for making all of you go along with my plan,” Eric called out to them. Behind him were two agents of the Ministry. “I’ll leave these two with you. You should be all right for a while.”


  “Brother…” Zeke said.


  “Prince Eric…” Sophia muttered.


  “I think the two of you made the right decision by not taking the risk and joining the front line. I can see you’ve started to see the situation for what it is, Zeke,” Eric commented with his usual refreshing smile. “I’m going to put an end to this fight, then come back. Keep at it for just a little longer.”


  Leaving the two agents behind, Eric disappeared again, heading toward Magiura, the Spirit Summoner of the Underworld. Thanks to the work of Robert’s crew and the Intelligence Ministry agents, the number of high-level undead had been reduced somewhat. Still, Magiura had slipped into the shadows and hadn’t engaged directly in the combat at all. It was almost like she was saying she could kill them all whenever she wanted. 


  With Perception Block and Invisibility up, Magiura was at a far higher level than Eric, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be able to find her at all. If you increased your skill level for Scan high enough, you still got pings from someone using Perception Block. One could counter this by increasing their Perception Block level. If they did a good job of concealing their mana, it would be difficult to detect them with Scan. 


  In the end, it came down to who had the more effective countermeasure in place. 


  It’s very helpful that she’s let her guard down. I won’t get anywhere if I don’t finish this in one hit, Eric thought. 


  Magiura excelled at stealth. She’d never yet come up against an opponent who could detect her—until Eric used Short Teleport to get up close and personal with her. 


  While she was still hidden, a red, glowing mark appeared on Magiura’s forehead. Eric had cast the tier-ten mind control spell, Mark of Control. It let him take over another person’s mind for complete domination. It was harder to resist when it was cast at point-blank range, but high-level people or people good at resisting spells could fight back, so it was no problem for Magiura to shake it off. 


  However, Eric wasn’t aiming to take control of her. The spell was meant to freeze her for only the briefest of moments. He could further strengthen Mark of Control by limiting its effects. Even at Magiura’s level, it took her a few seconds to break free, and that was plenty of time. 


  Eric opened his Inventory immediately below Magiura, and a part of a magic item poked out. It was a metal tube over six feet long, with a huge lens at the bottom. 


  Unlike Ellyse’s Avarice Blade, this item didn’t increase the mana of its user. It consumed huge magic crystals to fire compressed missiles of mana—a magic cannon. 


  Magic cannons were a brand-new magic weapon secretly fitted to the Alphons. Normally, this wasn’t the sort of thing someone carried around with them to use, but Eric had decided to remove one from the Alphons and bring it along with him. It was a horribly inconvenient thing to use because he could barely move it at all, but its power was incredible. 


  The cannon gathered power and was ready to fire in an instant, then it erupted a pillar of light that swallowed Magiura up. The column of light would have punched straight through the roof of Ellyse’s mansion if it hadn’t been for the several layers of magical barriers that appeared just before it struck, absorbing all the cannon’s damage. 


  “Wow, that’s incredibly powerful. It broke through four of my Impenetrable Defenses. I know pointing that thing toward the ceiling meant you weren’t going to take anyone else out accidentally, but that was still a crazy move, Eric,” Arius lamented with exasperation, appearing nearby with a Short Teleport. 


  “I thought my sister’s mansion was a small price to pay for defeating an Underworld executioner. But it is nice that you made it so we can conceal a shot from a magic cannon in the imperial capital.” 


  On the carriage ride back to Ellyse’s mansion from the restaurant, Eric and Arius had gone over various strategies in preparation. 


  “Arius, would you mind letting me handle the next fight? Even if there are Underworld assassins. Actually…because there are Underworld assassins. We can’t fall back. As a royal of Ronaudia, I cannot cave to terrorists,” Eric had asked. 


  Ellyse had nodded in agreement.


  Eric hadn’t been prepared for Duke Jordan to attack with such high-level cleaners; he hadn’t anticipated it. He also didn’t have as much authority then, as he was only a prince. However, after defeating the duke and thoroughly cleaning up the mess, Eric’s authority in Ronaudia grew even stronger.


  He was always very thorough in his preparations, so he’d arranged to have two aces up his sleeves in case of unexpected outcomes this time. One of them was the sword he gave Ellyse, the special-class magic item Avarice Blade. The other was the culmination of cutting-edge magic research: the magic cannon. Eric had chosen not to use the Avarice Blade himself because he accepted that Ellyse was better with a sword. 


   ***


  I knew the capabilities of the two women because I’d Evaluated them in the restaurant. I also knew where all the enemies were at all times using Scan within the confines of Ellyse’s mansion. If anything came up, I could rush over in an instant. 


  It wasn’t hard to protect everyone or to catch the enemy using Impenetrable Defense and Teleport Jam. That’s why I decided to let Eric and Ellyse handle everything while I provided support. 


  When the black-haired woman died, the horde of spirit-type, high-level undead monsters disappeared. Gregg’s squad had also wiped out the attackers outside. In the end, we’d captured the redhead, but her level was too high for Eric to be able to make her talk with mind-control spells.


  “I’ll try interrogating her using spells, but I think it’ll be nearly impossible to get any information out of her,” Eric said.


  I stuck a mana-sealing item on her too, then we’d keep her as living proof of what happened. 


  “I’m just glad everyone’s all right… I’m sorry I couldn’t stop my brother.” 


  The next morning, Vern came hurrying to the mansion, looking worried. News that the mansion had been attacked had spread throughout Granedge overnight, partly thanks to the big show Gregg’s squad had put on fighting off the attackers. As I’d planned, what I’d said to Marquess Gazel the night before at the restaurant had spread as a rumor. 


  Vern had returned to Granbride before us to try to persuade his brother to stop, but the situation was far worse than he had imagined. We told him about the attack by the Underworld insect tamer, the attack by the Obsidian Hyenas mercenary group, and how Underworld assassins had slipped in during the attack on Ellyse’s mansion as well. 


  “Are you serious? My brother used Underworld assassins…? And he used an assassin within Granbride territory who controlled that many insects? If you hadn’t wiped them out, Arius, there would have been an incredible number of casualties. You saved my country… Arius, I am so grateful!” Vern bowed his head low, realizing the severity of the situation. 


  “Vern, raise your head,” I said. “Part of why this happened was that I goaded Dominic into it. And it looks like it might not be all his fault.” 


  “What do you mean?” 


  I explained to Vern how I thought there was someone else at work here besides Dominic. I kept it vague because it was nothing but speculation at this point. 


  “You may be trying to protect my feelings, but he’s my brother. I know him. He’s capable of doing something like this,” Vern argued. 


  “We don’t have any solid proof that Dominic hired the Underworld. We’ve investigated the mercenary group and the people who attacked last night, but we can’t be certain they were acting on Dominic’s orders.” 


  Eric had on his usual smile. “Even so, we will back Dominic into a corner and take him down. I apologize in advance, Vern.” 


  “Don’t worry about me; Dominic went too far. We can’t let him get away with his crimes.” 


  “You trust us, not your brother, even though we have no proof?” Ellyse asked, seeing how far we could trust Vern. 


  “Your mansion was attacked—that’s a fact. Also, I don’t think Arius or Eric would lie. If there’s anything I can do, tell me,” Vern said. 


  “We’re going to be meeting Dominic tonight, but I think they’ll try again before we reach him, since Dominic wins everything if they can capture Ellyse,” Eric said. “It looks like the criminal organizations of the city have been put to work. I expect we’ll see a big move. What I want you to do is make sure that, no matter what happens, the imperial military doesn’t get involved.” 


  “But Eric, that means…” Vern was dumbstruck. He was basically being told not to do anything, which likely made him feel like we didn’t trust him. 


  “Don’t misunderstand me, Vern. I’m asking you to do something for me: make sure no one else interferes. If something big happens, we will certainly see cracks forming. I plan to take that as an opportunity to obtain hard proof that Dominic is involved, and I’m taking steps to ensure he does do something big. This plan is flexible. I can’t tell you the details, but I want you to keep the military from doing anything except protect the people of the city.” 


  “I understand. All I need to do is order them to prioritize protecting the people if anything happens. That doesn’t sound questionable anyway, and the military won’t ignore me.” 


  “That’s right. It’ll be a huge help, Vern.” 


  I didn’t know how well Vern understood what Eric was trying to accomplish, but he was going to do what he could. Eric wasn’t the sort of person to rely on others, but he had faith in Vern to carry his part. 


   ***


  “I understand, but…the situation sounds insane.” 


  After Vern left, we met up with Jessica. She couldn’t take much time off because she was active with the Silver Wing, so we arranged for me to pick her up from Carnell after we’d arrived in Granedge. Suffice it to say, even I hadn’t guessed we’d be attacked three times by the time she joined us. 


  “At this point, we don’t know when we’re going to be attacked next. Don’t let your guard down, not that I need to tell you,” I said. 


  “I’ve been to enough bloodbaths to notice when I’m being watched, but… You know, you did tell me about you pretending to be Ellyse’s boyfriend, but Milia seems pretty bold right now too,” Jessica observed. She gave me a piercing gaze because Ellyse and Milia were each hanging off one of my arms. 


  “I’m not going to let Princess Ellyse outdo me, so I’m working hard.” Milia’s face was bright red. The plan was to make Dominic angry by making him think some lady-killer had stolen Ellyse. Even I was getting used to this kind of thing with how many times we’d done it. 


  “And Sophia and Noelle, you’re not going to work hard like everyone else?” Jessica asked. 


  “I couldn’t do that. I’m engaged to Prince Eric,” Sophia argued. 


  “I-I’m too e-embarrassed…” Noelle muttered. 


  “Hmph. Well, maybe I’ll give it a go. If I make a good impression here, I can take the lead over these two.” She said that with an antagonistic grin, but Jessica was the sort of person who struggled to make bold moves when it came down to it. And there wasn’t any need for her to go to extremes. 


  We were all out for a stroll through Granedge. Eric and the Intelligence Ministry agents were elsewhere, but we had Sophia’s, Zeke’s, and Sasha’s guards with us as well as Rozetta. 


  “Huh. Those guards over there seem pretty good.” Jessica noticed Gregg’s squad and Robert’s crew, who had blended in with the crowd. 


  Eric had a plan in motion, and we didn’t need all these guards to protect everyone, but it was unnatural for Ellyse to have too few guards. 


  After a stroll through town, we had lunch at a café with a veranda open to the outside. Everyone agreed they wanted to eat somewhere chill after dinner last night at that expensive restaurant. 


  Admittedly, that wasn’t the only reason. 


  When we got our table, Gregg’s squad sat down at a table nearby. The café was too small for all the guards to enter, so everyone else stationed themselves around the perimeter outside. 


  We were the only ones eating. Once we started, ten clearly suspicious-looking men in coats entered the café. In unison, they pulled magic guns out from under their coats and started firing indiscriminately. 


  “Barrier of Darkness!” 


  “Stone Wall!” 


  Sophia and Noelle ducked their heads and put up defensive spells. 


  “Sasha, hide!” Zeke shouted. 


  “Prince Zeke! Blessing of the Valkyrie!” Sasha cast her support spell as Zeke and his guards leaped out. 


  Ellyse, Milia, and Jessica had already drawn their swords and were closing in on the group from the left and right after dodging the gunfire. 


  It was a good reaction from everyone. 


  Gregg’s squad in the garden also cast defensive spells, and I’d already cast Impenetrable Defense to protect the other café guests. 


  The guards outside also reacted quickly. They rushed into the café one after another, their weapons in hand, but Ellyse, Milia, and Jessica were even faster. Milia employed a combination of spells and her sword, while Ellyse and Jessica used just their swords to finish off the ten attackers in the blink of an eye. 


  “Not bad, Milia! I figured Ellyse was pretty good, but your movements were incredible!” Jessica shouted. 


  “You did well too, as expected of an S-rank adventurer. But it looks like we don’t have time to chat,” Ellyse called back. 


  She was right; the attack wasn’t over. More armed men were gathering from the surrounding area, almost like ants drawn to honey. 


  Gregg’s squad and Robert’s crew immediately stepped up to fight defensively, but there were too many enemies. Even if they weren’t going to be overwhelmed by the enemy’s numbers, they needed to keep their defensive line up to protect everyone, which restricted their movement. If the fighting got too intense, normal people were likely to get caught in the crossfire. Worrying about all that was hard, even for people like Gregg’s squad and Robert’s crew. 


  Just then, several simultaneous area-of-effect attack explosions went off a short way off.


  “I just attacked the hideouts of several criminal organizations,” came a Message from Eric. “I leaked some falsified info that the attack was by other criminal organizations. That should slow down the people attacking you because they’ll start to think everyone’s their enemy. Could you take advantage of that opening and make your way to the location I attacked? The hubbub left fewer people in the area. It should make fighting easier.” 


  Based on Ellyse and the guards’ reactions, they’d received a Message saying the same thing. Eric was right—the attackers were moving more slowly. 


  “We’re going to punch through! Stay close behind us!” Gregg shouted, and his twelve knights led the way, opening a path. 


  Robert’s crew formed a wall, attacking the enemy as we plunged into the city streets. The imperial military had also been mobilized, but they were focusing on evacuating citizens and cordoning off streets, perhaps at Vern’s orders. 


  When we reached one of the explosion locations, we found a single building destroyed like it’d been the target of a pinpoint attack. Armed people were guarding the area and fighting another group of armed people, so it looked like Eric’s false information was working. 


  We kept moving, only dealing with the people who attacked us. There were battles taking place here and there, but it was all seedy-looking people fighting. 


  Apparently, this was what happened when you picked a fight with Eric. 


  “I’ve essentially obtained what we need,” read another Message from Eric. “I think we’ve laid our trap well enough. I’m just finishing off the final details, so could you continue to draw them for another thirty minutes or so? After that, find a good moment to disengage, and then we’ll meet up when and where we’re scheduled to see Dominic.” 


  Eric had complete control over the situation. We’d have no problems if we followed his orders. 


   ***


  “PRINCE ERIC, all the hideouts of the criminal organizations with ties to Marquess Gazel have been destroyed. We’ve captured the heads of those organizations and secured ledgers showing the funds straight from Marquess Gazel.” 


  “Fast as always, I see. Now we have a significant amount of physical and living evidence, but we’re still lacking the final nail in Dominic’s coffin,” I replied. 


  Taking advantage of the chaos in the imperial capital, we obtained evidence of Marquess Gazel’s orders. The heads of those organizations were now in the cells beneath Ellyse’s mansion with members of Mariano & Co. keeping watch. 


  “Well then, perhaps it’s time to obtain that linchpin,” I murmured. 


  I was with Ministry agents in the next mansion over from Marquess Gazel’s in the heart of the city. A mid-ranking noble by the name of Count Lawrence had been driven to destitution by his debt. I secured the use of his mansion for a month, anonymously, for a generous fee, to show my gratitude. The servants were on vacation after receiving another payment, and I requested Mariano & Co. employees to act as servants. 


  No one had noticed we were there. 


  From this distance, I could use magic to spy on all of Marquess Gazel’s movements. He was in a panic after my attacks on Granedge’s criminal organizations. With only just enough forces to protect himself, it was, by all accounts, a terrible move to send the majority of his people to secure my sister. It was as if he were the epitome of the foolish evil mastermind, always seeing himself as the hunter and never once imagining he might be the hunted. 


  “Leon, Douglas, we’ll finish this off within ten minutes,” I announced. 


  The agents and I cast Perception Block and Invisibility before sneaking into Marquess Gazel’s mansion. I had already secured a floor plan for the mansion, and I knew where the marquess was currently. My Scan didn’t have the same range as Arius’s, but I had increased its level to the max. First, we would launch a preemptive strike, killing half of the marquess’s guards. 


  “Who the hell are you?!” Marquess Gazel demanded when I appeared after the attack. He didn’t realize it was me because I was wearing a mask. Naturally, I would hide my face, just in case the attack failed. 


  I had hoped for something interesting, but Marquess Gazel hadn’t prepared anything beyond my imagination. We cast Perception Block and Invisibility again, finishing off the remaining guards while they couldn’t even see us. 


  “Marquess Gazel, I’m going to ask you to be useful to me as living proof, and you have no choice in the matter,” I said. 


  We’d secured the marquess in about five minutes. 


  “We have some time, so let’s erase all traces of the attack,” I ordered. 


  We shoved the dead guards’ bodies into our Inventories and used Cleanse to remove the blood splatter. Leaving no trace of our presence behind, we left the now empty mansion of Marquess Gazel.
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  Chapter 6: Those Who Live to Fight


   


  AFTER running around for thirty minutes like Eric asked, we withdrew. I cast Teleport and took all of us, including the guards, back to Ellyse’s mansion. 


  “It looks like Eric’s done a good job,” I said. There were more people I didn’t know in the cells beneath the mansion, probably the living proof that Eric had acquired. 


  “We have some time before we meet with Dominic. Would everyone like a cup of tea?” Ellyse suggested, and Rozetta started ordering the servants to make tea and light refreshments for all of us and the guards. During today’s battles, Rozetta had kept a watchful eye on Ellyse even while she fought. 


  We did think it was possible that Ellyse’s mansion would be attacked again, but that turned out to be an unfounded fear. After a light dinner, we left Ellyse’s mansion shortly after seven o’clock. We weren’t attacked on the way and arrived at Dominic’s residence, Black Blade Manor, without incident. 


  “You’re a little early, but not bad timing.” Eric greeted us, suddenly appearing nearby. Leon, Douglas, and their agents were hidden, lying in wait nearby. “Shall we go, everyone?” 


  It was eight o’clock when we stepped foot in Black Blade Manor. In the vast gardens were over a hundred fully armed imperial knights. I’d noticed them through my Scan pings. 


  “May I ask that everyone other than Prince Eric, Princess Ellyse, and Master Arius wait here?” requested one of Dominic’s knights. They were probably trying to split us off from our guards. 


  Dominic was after Ellyse, so we probably didn’t need to worry about the others if they were with our guards. 


  “Fine. Look after the others, will you?” Eric asked the guards. 


  “Rozetta, you keep your eyes peeled too,” Ellyse instructed. 


  Rozetta and the guards nodded. 


  We followed an imperial knight into Black Blade Manor. There were quite a few knights inside, mixed in with the maids and servants. 


  In the back of the spacious hall was a man with red hair and tanned skin, sitting in an opulent armchair. He was a good-looking guy, like if you took Vern and made him more mature. 


  He was Crown Prince Dominic Lenning of the Great Granbride Empire. 


  Forty imperial knights stood in rows in the hall, and beside Dominic was a man with a sharp glint in his eyes and long hair pulled back behind him: Georg Steinhart. 


  I cast Impenetrable Defense around me, Eric, and Ellyse the second we stepped foot in the hall. 


  Dominic grinned. “Don’t be so wary… What are you thinking, Eric? This talk about ending the engagement between Ellyse and me is foolishness. What are you really after?” 


  “Can we stop with the pointless interrogating, Prince Dominic?” Eric replied. “I’m here simply to discuss what will happen between you and my sister after this, as I wrote in my letter.” 


  He wore his usual refreshing smile, and Ellyse smiled confidently as well. 


  “Prince Dominic, I am sorry, but I’ve fallen in love with Arius here,” she said. “I’m going to have to ask you to end our engagement.” 


  “That’s ridiculous. Are you serious about this, Ellyse?!” Dominic shouted as he stood up. “I’ve always thought you were a loathsome know-it-all, but you’re in fact nothing more than an empty-headed woman! I misjudged you. I decided to marry you because that would benefit both Granbride and Ronaudia. Yet, you don’t even understand that! You declare the end of our engagement before the masses, sullying my honor… You seem to have some scheme in mind, but you didn’t even bring guards with you. What could you possibly do? This is what they mean when they say someone will get tangled in their own web of schemes!” 


  Dominic seemed to think he’d be able to handle whatever Eric threw at him. He really didn’t understand anything. 


  “Prince Dominic, could I ask you not to insult Eric and Ellyse anymore?” I interjected. 


  Dominic looked at me like I was a piece of garbage. 


  “I am Arius Gilberto,” I continued. “As I wrote in my letter, I’ve come to take Ellyse from you.” 


  “You filth… Are you not listening to me? Eric must have caught you up in this with his sweet words. Do you understand who you’re up against? Nothing but beheading you would make sense for what you’ve done! And there’s no point in relying on Eric; it’s who he is. The loss of your head is a small price to pay for him to settle this matter!” 


  Dominic had no idea how strong I was. The only real person of strength I’d fought since making our way to Granbride was the Underworld’s insect tamer. Georg had noticed how strong I was, though. Had he not told Dominic? 


  “You seem to be under some misunderstanding, Prince Dominic,” Eric countered. “I have no intention of sacrificing Arius. Because, as you said, I have a plan. From the moment we departed for Granbride until arriving here in your manor, we have been attacked several times. Some of those attackers were Underworld assassins, and you sent them all, didn’t you?” 


  “Don’t be absurd. What proof do you have for such a claim?!” 


  “Plenty, but the most convincing is Marquess Gazel LeGericault. He attacked us on your orders, using Underworld assassins. He told me everything.” 


  Dominic’s face paled. “You there!” he shouted to a knight. “Call Marquess Gazel here immediately!” 


  But despite the knight’s Message, there was no response from the marquess. 


  “Eric… What have you done to Marquess Gazel?” Dominic growled. 


  “Please don’t imply I’ve done anything untoward, Prince Dominic. I asked him for assistance, and he happily obliged. In return, I’ve provided him with a secure place to stay. Just so that he doesn’t meet any unpleasant accidents, of course.” 


  This was all a lie. Eric and the Ministry agents had abducted Marquess Gazel and forced him to talk using mind-control spells. There wasn’t any need to be more honest than was good for us, but it was true that we had secured him as living evidence. 


  “Arrest them and make them tell us where Marquess Gazel is!” Dominic shouted, and the knights drew their swords. 


  “Prince Dominic, should you really be doing that?” asked Eric. “For all you know, I Teleported Marquess Gazel back to Ronaudia. But if you break off your engagement with my sister, I will keep everything I know about what you’ve done to myself.” 


  “Don’t be ridiculous. What proof do I have that you’ll release Marquess Gazel if I do break off the engagement? You plan to use him to manipulate me. And even if you had taken him to Ronaudia, I can capture you to have an exchange of hostages!” 


  All he needed to do was take Gazel back before he could be put on a witness stand. He seriously believed he could solve all problems with violence. 


  Following Eric’s orders, Intelligence Ministry agents snuck into the manor using Perception Block and Invisibility and surrounded the hall. One signal from Eric, and they would burst in, but Dominic would call on the knights outside if the agents did anything. A chaotic melee would only end in more casualties on our side. If the fighting spread throughout the entire manor, there was a chance our other friends would get dragged in as well. 


  But that wasn’t the biggest problem.


  “Eric, I’ll handle them. Ellyse, you’re okay with that too, right?” I asked. 


  “I’d wanted Ellyse and me to finish this ourselves, but it seems wiser to rely on you,” Eric admitted. 


  “Please do, Arius. But…be careful,” Ellyse said. 


  I’d already told them in a Message the reason for casting Impenetrable Defense when we came in, so they were immediately on board with my unplanned actions. 


  “What are you talking about over there?” Dominic demanded. “You don’t seem to understand the situation you’re in. I’ll show you the might of my imperial knights! Don’t kill Eric or Ellyse…but inflict pain so they’re within an inch of their life!” 


  The moment the knights went to attack, their swords suddenly shattered. 


  “What the…? Did you cast a spell? You think you’re clever?!” Dominic yelled. 


  I’d actually just broken them with my fists, but it looked like Dominic couldn’t even see me moving that fast. The knights were also flabbergasted. 


  “What are you all doing? Kill them before they cast another spell!” Dominic roared. 


  The knights, having lost their swords, charged again. 


  “Stop. It doesn’t matter how many people you throw at him if they can’t even see him moving.” Georg slowly approached from where he’d been standing on the sidelines watching. The knights froze as if swallowed up by Georg’s aura of bloodlust. “I knew you’d get in my way… Didn’t I tell you? If you’re after Prince Dominic, you’ll have to go through me first.” 


  From the sheath on his back, he drew a one-edged sword. The blade alone was nearly six and a half feet long, more of a katana than a European-style sword. It was Georg’s favorite weapon, the God Slayer. 


  I’d already researched Georg. Five years ago, there was a monster rampage near the Granbride border. Georg happened to be there and stopped the rampage single-handedly. It was believed he stole the God Slayer from the evil god that had caused the monster rampage. 


  “I remember what you said, Georg,” I replied coolly as I pulled my two blue and black swords from my Inventory and used Instant Wardrobe Change to put on my armor. 


  “You’re looking down on me too, hm? You’re going to regret making me go all-out!” Mana enveloped his entire body as an aura of bloodlust burst from him. 


  He made the first move. In an instant, he had closed in on me and swung God Slayer. He used the long blade perfectly. The slash moved faster than the speed of sound. 


  I blocked with my black sword coated in mana, and a blast rippled out as mana hit mana. In terms of simple fighting ability, Georg was better than Abel. 


  Georg pulled his sword back and unleashed a horizontal slash from the side faster than sound could travel. I blocked with the sword in my left hand as I struck with the sword in my right, but Georg slid his blade to block my attack. 


  Each time he struck, his attacks grew faster and more precise. Each attack, filled with immense amounts of mana, was powerful enough to kill. Most people struck with one would end up split in two, armor and all. He didn’t use a single spell or skill. 


  So, that was his fighting style. 


  “You bastard… You’re holding back, aren’t you?!” he shouted angrily. 


  I should’ve expected he’d see through how strong I was. He was strong. This would’ve been a harder fight if I’d taken him on before I’d started at the Academy, but I’d been going into dungeons solo and pushed myself beyond my limits against Alanis. I’d definitely gotten stronger. 


  “Georg, you and I have some things in common. You don’t think about anything other than fighting and getting stronger,” I said. 


  “Which is why you’re holding back? That’s absurd!” Georg sped up even more, his strikes growing more powerful. 


  Guess he wasn’t at his limit yet. 


  “No, that’s not what I mean. Fine… Georg, defend against my next attack with everything you’ve got!” 


  “What the hell are you going to do?” 


  I focused all the mana in my body into my two swords, then instantly rushed toward Georg, slipping in close to him. My black sword, filled with all the mana I could muster, moved faster than Georg could react and cut his God Slayer in two before slashing into his abdomen. 


  “I-impossible…” he groaned. He wasn’t killed instantly because he’d quickly refocused all his mana into defense. 


  At the same time, I slashed out with my blue sword at the empty air, which resulted in a burst of mana on mana even more powerful than when I’d blocked the strike from God Slayer. 


  “When the hell did you notice me?” came a voice as a bare-chested giant of a man over six and a half feet tall appeared. His muscles were like a set of armor around him. His hair was left to grow long, and his eyes were like those of a savage beast. In his hands was a massive, wicked-looking, purple battle-ax. 


  “When you entered the room,” I answered. “I didn’t notice you sooner because you’re good at hiding your mana, but I can use Evaluate at this range.” 


  His ping in Scan came up weaker than the knights’. The problem was that, even when I Evaluated him, I couldn’t even see his level. He was the reason I’d cast Impenetrable Defense around Eric and Ellyse. It was also because I was wary of him that I didn’t go all out when fighting Georg. 


  “Even after Evaluate, you still ain’t running? Does that mean you think you can win against the great Gard?” he barked a laugh that showed his canines, then suddenly rushed toward me. 


  That huge battle-ax emitted massive amounts of mana and burned the air around it as it swung far faster than the speed of sound. It carved through my several layers of Impenetrable Defense as I blocked with a mana-infused blade. 


  But Gard overpowered me. I went flying backward. 


  “An attack from me and you didn’t die? You’re not too bad after all!” 


  Gard immediately approached the spot where I’d slammed into the wall and unleashed a ferocious attack with the huge ax. I blocked with my two swords and attacked, but he dodged with ease before sending me flying again with a sideways slash. 


  My Impenetrable Defense had broken, and I hadn’t gotten it back up in time. The blade of the ax cut deeply into my side, so I recovered with Full Heal. 


  Gard’s attacks were more than fast; they were mercilessly powerful. He must be that much higher-level than me. 


  “Prince Dominic, what is the meaning of this? Am I not the one who should protect you?!” Georg yelled, looming over Dominic as he pressed a hand over his wound. 


  “I have no idea! You! Who are you? Are you an Underworld assassin? If so, then finish Arius off already!” Dominic shouted. 


  “What? The Bandaged Man didn’t tell you?” Gard roared. “You’re damn annoying. Just shut your trap and watch the great Gard finish things!” 


  Gard attacked over and over with his huge battle-ax. I blocked and countered with my two swords, but he dodged all my attacks. He sent me flying several times, but I recovered the damage with Full Heal, recast Impenetrable Defense, and kept fighting. 


  In the middle of my fight with Gard, Georg appeared behind him. 


  “I’m not done fighting! Don’t interrupt my match!” Georg shouted. 


  A blade of mana grew from the remains of God Slayer, and Georg unleashed a horizontal slash toward Gard, but he dodged easily without even looking back. 


  “Small fry like you shouldn’t get in the way. Look, you dropped something!” Gard grinned and tossed something aside. It was Georg’s arm, still holding the hilt of God Slayer. Blood sprayed from his right shoulder where he’d lost his arm. 


  “Wh-what the hell are you doing… Are you insane?” Dominic started making a ruckus, his face pale. “What the hell are the knights outside doing despite all this noise?!” 


  “Making all that noise won’t get you nowhere. Can’t hear anything outside. He’s used a spell. No one’s coming in, right?” Gard grinned, baring his canines. 


   He was right. I’d cast Sound Isolation as well as an Impenetrable Defense around the entire hall, for the same reason that I’d taken on this fight here. A chaotic melee would end up with more injuries on our side. It was the right decision to finish this fight myself, keeping anyone else from getting involved. 


  “What?! Then hurry up and kill him!” Dominic ordered. 


  “I don’t want to hear that from you. I’ll crush him. Just shut up and watch!” 


  Gard’s attacks grew more violent, but I’d become used to them and was steadily starting to be able to dodge them. Gard was strong but not overwhelmingly powerful like Alanis. As I was fighting, I was looking for the ideal way to use my mana. I could see mana as particles, which helped me react to his attacks, allowing me to move faster than him and resist his power. 


  Right in front of me was a textbook titled “Gard.” I watched how he used his mana. If it matched my style, I copied it. If it didn’t, I tried different approaches to figure out how to do it myself. By repeating that, I was moving closer and closer to the answer. 


  “What the hell…? My attacks aren’t working. This is bullshit!” Gard shouted. Looked like he’d noticed my change, but it didn’t mean he could stop me. I couldn’t let myself be stopped here if I was going to stand on the same level as Alanis. 


  I focused mana into my two swords and knocked back Gard’s huge battle-ax. 


  “I, the great Gard, am overpowered?!” 


  It wasn’t nearly enough! I honed my consciousness, and my thought processing sped up. I focused every particle of mana in my body into my swords, imagining myself as one with them. I slammed a series of slash attacks into Gard, and he couldn’t fully guard against them. My swords carved into every part of his body, sending blood droplets flying. 


  “Impossible… The great Gard can’t lose!” he shouted, speeding up even more. 


  He wasn’t at his limits, either? He better not! I was going to use him as a stepping stone on my path to growing stronger! 


  “Gard, there’s no point in continuing. Unfortunately, we’re out of time,” a new voice came as a man with his face and head entirely hidden by bandages appeared. 


  I wasn’t massively surprised by this, other than by how he looked. He’d pinged on my Scan and headed our way, so I’d let down the Impenetrable Defense around the hall because things had changed outside. 


  “The Bandaged Man? What do you mean?” Gard asked. 


  “We failed in our mission. Let’s hurry and leave, Gard.” 


  “Wait, you filth! You’re going to abandon your job and run? I won’t allow that!” Dominic roared. 


  His voice utterly flat, the Bandaged Man said, “Prince Dominic, there is no longer any merit in engaging with you. And it was not a good decision to try and stop us.” 


  “Dominic…that man with the vile mana… Is he an Underworld assassin?” boomed another voice as a bearded man with the same red hair as Dominic entered the room, accompanied by imperial knights. The man was in his mid-forties, had skin bronzed by the sun, and a body so muscular that it was clear even under his clothes. In a suit of armor, he’d look like a seasoned knight, but he was in fact the Emperor of Granbride, Wolff Lenning. Vern was next to him.


  Behind Emperor Wolff and Vern came an avalanche of knights, filling the hall. They all wore armbands bearing a dragon sigil, marking them as imperial guards who directly served the emperor. The average level of an imperial guard was far higher than that of Dominic’s knights, and their perfect coordination and precise movements implied their strength was more than just their level. 


  “Y-Your Eminence…wh-why are you here?” Dominic was horribly shaken. 


  Eric had called on Emperor Wolff to take control of the situation and rain judgment on Dominic. He had told me about involving the emperor, so I’d been using Scan to keep watch over the outside, which was why I’d dropped the Impenetrable Defense surrounding the hall. 


  “Dominic, I cannot believe you were this much of a fool… I must have been blind,” the emperor growled. 


  In the room were forty knights, their swords broken; Georg, missing one arm, and his stomach slashed open; as well as the Underworld assassins. Emperor Wolff could probably guess what was going on by the look of things. 


  “Emperor Wolff. We’ll be excusing ourselves,” the Bandaged Man hummed with a bow toward the emperor. The intense aura of bloodlust rolling off Gard told the emperor and the imperial guard that they shouldn’t attempt anything. 


  “Hey, hold on. I’m not done talking to you,” I said, staring directly at the Bandaged Man, who turned his face toward me. “I’ve got a general idea of who you’re working for, and I can’t do anything about the fact that you’re after me, but I promise I’ll crush the Underworld if you get anyone else involved in this.” I was serious


  “You whelp, don’t get so full of yourself! The great Gard will destroy you!” 


  “Gard, he’s talking to me,” the Bandaged Man intercepted. “…Arius Gilberto. I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about. However, there are certain people that I don’t believe will remain silent if Granbride or Ronaudia joins with the demon king.” 


  With that, the Bandaged Man disappeared with Gard. 


  “Arrest Dominic!” Emperor Wolff ordered, and the imperial guard grabbed him. 


  “Y-Your Eminence, y-you don’t understand… The Underworld assassins they…yes, Eric brought them in…” 


  “Georg, is what Dominic says true?” Emperor Wolff asked icily. 


  Georg shook his head. “No, Emperor Wolff. Dominic summoned Prince Eric here, then he interrupted my fight with those Underworld assassins.” 


  Georg had spent all this time protecting Dominic because of a promise he made with the late emperor, but it seemed he couldn’t forgive Dominic for interrupting his fight. 


  Dominic’s head drooped at the loss of his final ally. 


  One of the imperial guards cast Full Heal on Georg. I hadn’t healed him because I didn’t think he’d want me to. 


  I let down the Impenetrable Defense surrounding Eric and Ellyse. 


  “Arius!” The first thing Ellyse did was throw herself at me. “You put yourself in so much danger for me…” 


  “I wasn’t just fighting for you. I also wanted to fight more.” 


  “You dummy… Even if it’s a lie, at a time like this, you’re supposed to say, ‘Yes, I fought for you’…” Ellyse buried her face in my chest and cried. 


  As if he’d been waiting for the right moment, Eric moved toward the emperor. “Your Eminence. It may be unnecessary to tell you at this point, but Prince Dominic did bring in the Underworld, and he was behind the chaos that spread through the city today. I have a variety of evidence and witnesses to attest to these and other crimes.” 


  “Prince Eric, I would like to discuss these matters with you at length another time, but for now, let me apologize to you for Dominic’s abominable actions. I am so very sorry.” 


  Emperor Wolff slowly lowered his head. It was unheard of for the emperor of Granbride, a great empire, to bow his head to anyone, but Emperor Wolff showed no hesitation. 


  “Your Eminence, I do intend to accept your apology, but with conditions. Are you aware of why we came to Granedge?” Eric asked.


  “Of course. To nullify the engagement between Dominic and Princess Ellyse. Dominic is a criminal, unfit for his imperial station. I will have the necessary documents drawn up tomorrow. We can also discuss compensation. May that suffice for the moment?” 


  “Yes, Your Eminence. Thank you.” 


  “B-but… Y-your Eminence…” Dominic stammered.


  Emperor Wolff shot a look toward the two imperial guards holding him, and they put a hand over Dominic’s mouth before hauling him away. Evaluate showed that they were either two of the Twelve Imperial Swords or just people who could rival them in strength. The imperial guard also arrested Dominic’s forty knights. 


  “Princess Ellyse, you also have my sincerest apologies. And Arius Gilberto. In addition to my apologies, I would like to thank you for stopping Dominic’s foolishness.” Emperor Wolff lowered his head again. 


  “If Ellyse is freed, I have no complaints,” I replied. 


  “You are forgiving and unselfish, Master Arius. I should have expected as much from the son of Marquess Darius and Lady Rhea.” 


  Sounded like the Emperor knew my parents. 


  “But regardless, I would like to invite you all to the castle. Prince Eric, you can place your seal on the documents then, and we can negotiate what will come next.” 


  With that, the emperor left. 


  “Arius…” Ellyse lifted her face and looked at me. “It’s because of you that I’m free from Dominic… You did so much for me… Thank you so much. There aren’t enough words in the world to express how I feel.” 


  “You’re exaggerating. I didn’t even finish off Gard in the end. And I took away your opportunity for settling things with Georg.” 


  If Gard hadn’t been there, I planned to leave Georg to Eric and Ellyse until they were at their very limit. I did think it would’ve been hard for the two of them to win against him, but with the way things ended up, I’d stolen their chance for settling this themselves. 


  “I’m not exaggerating at all! If you hadn’t been here, we wouldn’t have stood a chance against the Underworld assassin. Besides, I know Georg isn’t someone I can win against.” 


  Ellyse didn’t step away from me. Considering how she was feeling, I decided to let her do what she wanted for a bit. 


  “Should we get going? Everyone’s waiting,” I suggested. 


  When we arrived outside, Milia and the others came hurrying over. 


  “Arius! Is everyone okay?” she asked. 


  “Yeah, nothing’s wrong. Sorry to make you all worry.” 


  There had been more than a hundred knights waiting outside the hall, but they’d all been arrested by the imperial guard. Emperor Wolff had decided Dominic was a criminal, and it looked like anybody who was complicit in his crimes wasn’t getting away with it. 


  “Arius, I’m incredibly sorry about what happened. I’m very grateful that you stopped my brother,” Vern said apologetically. It looked like he felt guilty about not being able to do anything. 


  “Vern, there’re still things for you to do. You’re a member of the imperial family. It’s your job to clean up after Dominic,” I told him. 


  “Yeah, you’re right… I’ll clean up the giant mess he made, just you see.” 


  There was nothing more he could do. 


  As we were all about to head back to Ellyse’s mansion, Eric stopped. “Everyone, you go on ahead. There are still some things I need to take care of.” 


  Ellyse stared at him as he walked off. It seemed like she knew something we didn’t. 


  Well, we had cleaned up the mess with Dominic, but we hadn’t settled anything with whoever sent the assassins. In fact, things were just getting started with them. 


  “Arius, I know it’s pointless to try and stop you, so I won’t. Just…make sure you get some rest,” Sophia whispered to me. She was sharp and probably knew everything that was going through my mind.


  ***


  ERIC walked through the city streets alone, without even a guard. He didn’t appear to be in any hurry. It looked more like he was strolling wherever he liked. When he came to a point where there were fewer people around, he turned toward even emptier streets. Once he’d stepped foot in an abandoned alley, he turned and spoke. 


  “Don’t you think it’s about time you showed yourself? I know you’re there.” 


  A beautiful woman in her late twenties with red hair and tan skin appeared from the shadows of the buildings. She was tall for a woman, closer to six feet than not, and wearing a man’s shirt, trousers, and boots. She had beautiful features but was grinning like a wild animal. 


  “It’s been a long time, Eric… Ten years since we’ve seen each other, yes?” 


  “That’s right. It vexes me that things went how you wanted them to, but it is thanks to you that my sister is safe.” 


  Eric looked straight into the woman’s eyes. The fact that no information could be gleaned from his expression was proof of how wary he was of this woman. 


  “Would you mind telling me what you plan to do next?” he asked. “Your answer will determine what I decide.” 


  “Fine. I don’t mind talking about what I’m after with you. Then you’re free to decide if you’ll be my enemy or pick up a sword to fight beside me. However, I already know your answer,” she replied with confidence.


  ***


  IT was just past noon the next day when a carriage with the imperial sigil of Granbride arrived at Ellyse’s mansion. We’d been invited to Blade Castle, the residence of Emperor Wolff. We were all allowed in, even Milia, Noelle, and Jessica. Which I guess meant Emperor Wolff wasn’t the kind of person to get hung up on status. 


  We were led to a room where Emperor Wolff and Vern waited for us. They apologized to us again before we started discussing compensation and tying up loose ends. 


  The criminals in the cells below Ellyse’s mansion, including the Underworld assassins and mercenaries, were going to be handed over to the emperor. It wasn’t entirely possible that he would have them all killed to get rid of the evidence of what happened, but I thought we could trust him. Besides, we had insurance in place in case he did. 


  The emperor said he would take all responsibility for cleaning up after Dominic, and Vern would help. Apparently, he was also going to be giving us each compensation for the trouble, but, honestly, I didn’t care about that. 


  Emperor Wolff both signed and placed the imperial seal on a document officially recognizing the nullification of Ellyse and Dominic’s engagement. Eric signed in the witness field. It would be all finalized once the document was taken to Ronaudia for King Albert to sign and stamp. 


  “With this, Princess Ellyse is officially freed,” Emperor Wolff announced, looking at her. “I may not be in a position to say this, but I think it is actually the right decision for a woman as talented as you not to marry Dominic, even if he were a good man.” 


  It was funny coming from the person who had pushed for the political marriage, but Ellyse only looked back at the emperor. “Arius said the same thing to me. That’s why I’ve reevaluated the situation, and I intend to support Ronaudia through other means. It’s why I decided to break off my engagement with Prince Dominic.” She smiled a genuine smile and bowed to him. “Emperor Wolff, you have my sincere apologies for failing to live up to your expectations and for then sullying the honor of Granbride.” 


  What Dominic did couldn’t be forgiven, but Ellyse decided to go through with the political marriage herself. She was apologizing for forcing everyone to comply with her wishes and for not fulfilling her duty. 


  “You do not need to apologize, Princess Ellyse. It is all my fault for failing to see how much of a fool Dominic is. Even if Prince Eric was the one to set the stage, Dominic himself made the decisions he did.” 


  With negotiations complete and a deal made, Emperor Wolff invited us to dinner. We waited in a room they provided for us until then. 


  The moment we entered the room, Ellyse threw herself at me. 


  “Arius, I want to say it again…you fought for me, you freed me. I can never thank you enough, but thank you, so, so much…” 


  Everyone else understood how she felt too. They looked uncertain about what to do, but none of them stopped her. 


  “And I’m not just grateful to you,” she continued. “You are the single most important person to me in the entire world. I want to be with you forever. Arius…I love you.” 


  “Hey, hold on, Ellyse! That’s not what we talked about!” Jessica shouted. 


  “Yeah, Princess Ellyse! Don’t go rushing on ahead!” yelled Milia. 


  The two of them tried to interfere, but Ellyse was still staring at me. “Except that this brings an end to you acting as my boyfriend. I won’t keep using you,” she said with a slight smile, stopping the other two in their tracks. “If I did something unfair like that, I wouldn’t deserve to be with you. I’m going to win Arius’s heart fair and square.” 


  “I accept your challenge, Ellyse. I don’t intend to lose either,” Jessica declared. 


  “And I…I care for Arius more than anyone!” exclaimed Milia. 


  “M-me too… H-he’s…the most important person to me…” stammered Noelle, spurred on by the other three girls to make her own declaration. 


  I felt eyes on me. Sophia was staring. 


  “It’s thanks to you, Arius, that my sister’s engagement with Dominic was nullified. I am grateful as well,” Eric interjected, changing the flow of the conversation. “However, that is not the end of the story. The goal of that engagement was to strengthen ties between Granbride and Ronaudia. Emperor Wolff and I will need to conduct some political negotiations.” 


  With that, Eric walked slowly over to Sophia. 


  “Prince Eric…?” 


  “Sophia. I must apologize to you. As those negotiations proceed, they will eventually lead to one fact: I believe the best choice is for a member of the royal family of Ronaudia to marry someone with connections to the emperor. For that, can I ask you to end our engagement?” 


  “Come again…?” 


  Sophia looked like she’d been struck by lightning. Worse, this wasn’t the kind of conversation you brought up lightly. Eric and Sophia’s engagement was for political reasons, but Sophia had worked herself to the bone to be useful to Eric. 


  “Sophia… Prince Eric, how dare you say such a horrible thing to Sophia?!” Milia cried. She was seriously angry, and I could understand why. 


  “Eric,” I started. “I know it’s not my place to say something here, but no matter what the reason—” 


  “Everyone. Please don’t misunderstand. My request is for Sophia,” he interrupted with his breezy smile. “Sophia. Even if our relationship changes, I swear I will fully support House Victorino. Which means there is no need for you and me to marry. And if I’m being fully transparent, I have already spoken with your father, Duke Victorino. He immediately accepted the conditions I offered.” 


  The only reason Ellyse wasn’t saying anything was that she’d already known and agreed with Eric, but Sophia couldn’t understand what Eric’s intentions were. 


  “Prince Eric, if our engagement no longer exists, then you will have no reason to support House Victorino any longer. And if you intend to provide a mere consolation payment, then I will have to decline your offer.” 


  Sophia wasn’t the head of House Victorino, so she didn’t have the right to decline by herself, but it looked like she planned to do everything she could to refuse—her pride was on the line. 


  “Naturally, I will provide compensation, but I’m not foolish enough to think that is decent treatment for House Victorino. Sophia, I believe in you more than you think I do. You have the ability and determination to be one of the people to stand at the top of society, and I know you will never fail to do your best. I know you will become a senior official who will help uphold Ronaudia. That’s why, whether you stay in House Victorino or marry into another house but retain influence over it, I plan to support House Victorino. I believe doing so will be in the best interests of Ronaudia.” 


  There wasn’t a better compliment you could give to Sophia; it proved that Eric had seen all that Sophia had done. She was eclipsed by him, her fiancé, but he was right. Sophia was capable and had the determination to face any problems herself. 


  But if it was true that Eric did believe in her, then shouldn’t he want to marry her even more? Eric was the one who could contribute to Ronaudia without resorting to a political marriage with an imperial of Granbride. I didn’t get it, and neither did Sophia, because she was staring at him with a pensive look on her face. 


  “I understand what everyone is saying,” Eric continued. “I could use other means to convince Emperor Wolff. That might be the correct path, but there are other factors: my ambition and personal circumstances.” He looked at everyone. “By marrying someone with ties to the Emperor, I will have significant influence over Granbride. That’s how much power the person I chose has. I don’t plan to stop with simply being the king of Ronaudia, of a single country.” 


  For his own ambitions, he was choosing not Sophia, but someone connected to the emperor. Was that like Eric? No, it actually wasn’t. He wasn’t the sort of person to betray others for his own personal gain. But saying this in front of everyone was very much like him. He was making himself out to be the bad guy. 


  “Eric, may I speak? As your sister, cut the crap. You might think you’re fooling everyone with this nonsense, but you’re utterly transparent.” She looked fed up. “And Sophia, what he says is true, but he hasn’t told you everything about how he feels. He wants you to be free. I think you two would make good partners, but what is it that you really want, Sophia? He doesn’t want to tie you to House Victorino’s problems because he believes in you that much.” 


  “Sister…” Eric had on his usual smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. 


  “Prince Eric would think about me that much…?” Tears welled from Sophia’s eyes. 


  “Sophia…” Milia put her arms around Sophia, and the two hugged as Sophia cried. Noelle leaned against the two of them and cried with them.
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  “Prince Eric, Princess Ellyse, I apologize for losing my composure.” Sophia sniffled as she stopped crying. 


  Ellyse smiled softly. “You don’t need to apologize. It’s all Eric’s fault because he tried to make himself out as the bad guy. Eric, you should think about what you’ve done.” 


  “I can’t compete with you. Say whatever you wish,” he replied. 


  “We’re not even done talking about what’s happening,” Ellyse pressed. “Everyone’s assuming Eric’s going to be marrying Princess Sesili, but that’s not the case.” 


  There was only one imperial princess right now, and that was Vern’s little sister, the twelve-year-old Princess Sesili. Even so, I immediately knew who Eric had chosen. He’d said “someone with connections to the emperor,” not “a member of the imperial family.” 


  Ten years ago, there had been another imperial princess, but she lost her status as an imperial princess after marrying someone in another country. Her husband had died, however, and she remained unmarried since. 


  “You can’t mean…the Empress?” Sasha asked. 


  She was on the money. “Empress” was just a nickname, seeing as Emperor Wolff ruled Granbride, but she was powerful enough to deserve the name. 


  “You’re marrying the Empress? Are you serious?” Zeke pressed. While she was one of the most powerful people in Granbride, she was also the most dangerous landmine of the Empire. 


  “Zeke, it’s because of the Empress that I was able to flee Dominic and return to Ronaudia,” explained Ellyse. “We can’t trust her; her goal was to use me politically… Eric plans to marry her, even knowing everything.” 


  Was Eric trying to sacrifice himself for the good of Ronaudia? No, that also wasn’t his style. 


  “Please don’t say too much, Ellyse. I agreed to marry her for me, because I decided it was the best option,” Eric said with finality and turned to leave the room. “Because I was able to accomplish what I did. I’ll be back by dinner.” 


  After everything that was laid out, I finally understood what Eric was planning. He was moving forward, pressing ahead in a way that would bring happiness to everyone. 


  The first thing was to make sure the original goal—breaking off the engagement between Dominic and Ellyse—was certain. He had to do that because if he brought up other matters during negotiations, they might have used the engagement as leverage. He was only bringing up ending his engagement with Sophia now that Ellyse’s engagement had been formally ended. 


  I kind of wanted to tell him to aim for better timing when breaking the news, but waiting and watching for the right moment would only push it back. By bringing it up in front of everyone, he made everyone stand by Sophia as allies. 


  Eric probably wouldn’t have become engaged with the Empress if Sophia refused to break off their engagement. That was just the sort of person he was. 


  With everything in order now, Eric was going to proceed with talks with Emperor Wolff, or the Empress, or maybe both. 


  It was a very “Eric” way of doing things.


  ***


  ERIC came back after two hours, but he didn’t tell us what he’d been up to. When 6:30 came around, we were led to the dining hall. It was a calming, spacious room. Emperor Wolff was at the head of the table with Vern on one side and a woman in her forties who had an intelligent air about her on the other. That was Vern’s mother, Empress Delphin Lenning. We each greeted Empress Delphin then the dinner gathering began. Emperor Wolff and Empress Delphin didn’t treat Milia, Noelle, or Jessica differently for being commoners. 


  “We are very sorry for Dominic’s stupidity,” Emperor Wolff said. 


  “Allow me to apologize as well. It is our fault for raising Dominic in a way that led him to believe he could get away with anything because he was the crown prince,” Empress Delphin added. 


  They bowed again to us even though we’d already settled things. 


  “Before we begin, I’d like to let you know that it has been officially decided to strip Dominic of his imperial status. I don’t believe this is enough to make up for what he’s done, but…I’d like you to understand we’re keeping him alive so that he can take responsibility for what he’s done,” Emperor Wolff explained. 


  I didn’t have much of an opinion on what was done with Dominic. Even if he did plot his revenge, there was only so much he could do now that he wasn’t part of the imperial family. If he did try anything, I could just kill him then. 


  Eric and Ellyse also didn’t say anything, but I didn’t think they had any complaints. 


  With Dominic out of the picture, the most likely person to become the next emperor was Vern’s other older brother, the second prince. Vern was the second most likely. Not that I could imagine Vern being the emperor at all. 


  “Prince Eric, may I tell everyone about the…other matter?” Emperor Wolff asked. 


  “Yes. I’ve already explained the gist to them.” 


  “Then let’s continue the discussion.” At this, the emperor turned to a maid. “Bring her in.” 


  I was curious about the fact that Empress Delphin grimaced momentarily as the maid stepped out of the room. Before even a minute had passed, the door burst open with a bang. 


  “And how long did you intend to keep me waiting, Your Eminence? However, I guess we already know what we’re going to be doing. Let’s get this over with,” called out a woman in her late twenties with the same shock of red hair and tanned skin as Vern, her heels clicking on the floor as she walked closer. 


  She was a beautiful woman, but the air about her went far beyond the dignified impression of Ellyse. There was a beast-like savagery to her dauntless smile. 


  “Grand Duchess Cassandra, I have decided to give in to your sweet words,” Eric said. 


  “My sweet words? That’s an interesting way of putting it…but fine. I’ll just let myself be happy that you accepted my proposal!” 


  Eric’s new fiancée was Cassandra Rubnas, formerly the first imperial princess of Granbride. She had, in many interpretations of the phrase, a complicated history. 


  When Cassandra was fifteen, she married the king of Rubnas, a powerful country that Granbride had been in and out of war with several times. Not even a year after their marriage, however, the king died of illness. Rubnas fell into civil war as the royals fought each other. After a violent war where blood was washed from the battlefield with more blood, the winner left standing was Cassandra. 


  She had no children with the late king. Cassandra also had no relation to the royal family of Rubnas, meaning she couldn’t become queen herself. In the end, she’d led a military coup d'état, effectively making her the leader of Rubnas, which was then annexed by her home country, Granbride. 


  Now part of Granbride, Rubnas was turned into a grand duchy, and, thanks to her achievements, Cassandra was made grand duchess. 


  She was only eighteen when Rubnas was made part of Granbride, and rumor had abounded since the events that the king’s death and the following civil war were all according to her plan. One well-known story was about how the royal bloodline of Rubnas was purged to allow Granbride to annex the country. 


  Rubnas had also remained almost entirely self-governed since then due to Cassandra’s incredible skill. Emperor Wolff had had no option but to accept Cassandra’s demands when she triumphantly returned with Rubnas on a silver platter. Nicknamed the Empress for her impudent attitude and far too much power, she was a landmine for the Empire. Cassandra was uncontrollable, making her a headache for a very different reason from Dominic. 


  All in all, it was kind of debatable whether Eric’s marriage to Cassandra was really strengthening ties between Ronaudia and Granbride. Actually, you had to consider the possibility that Eric and Cassandra would conspire together to take over the Empire. That was just how capable the two of them were. 


  The documents finalizing Eric and Cassandra’s engagement were stamped in less than five minutes. There wasn’t anything pleasant about the atmosphere in the room—the definition of a political marriage. 


  “I’m the one who taught Cassandra how to use a sword,” Emperor Wolff boasted happily as we ate. “Delphin was opposed, but I could see the talent in her. I thought it was a waste for her to be nothing more than a woman. Yet…I never imagined she’d use her strength to take control of Rubnas. Prince Eric, Cassandra, you’ve taken a step closer toward your ambitions, but…if you think you are strong enough to take Granbride from me, then just you try.” 


  “Well, then, Your Eminence…you better wait for what’s coming to you,” Cassandra responded. 


  This was a bit too violent. They looked less like father and daughter and more like wild animals staring each other down. 


  Everyone was taken aback by the odd tension in the room. 


  “Eric’s strategy and Grand Duchess Cassandra’s force…that is an incredible combination,” I murmured. 


  “What are you talking about, Arius? I still intend to walk beside you as an equal. Not even this will change that,” Eric replied. 


  “Hmm… I’m surprised to hear Eric speak like that. Arius Gilberto, you must be something special to earn that sort of praise from him,” Cassandra said with a savage grin. 


  “You honor me with your words, Your Grace.” 


  “You don’t speak what you truly mean. Arius, you’re not that virtuous a person. I know what it is you’re trying to do.” 


  Did she know about me, Alanis, and the Hero’s Alliance? She’d known what Dominic was up to from the very beginning, so it wouldn’t be that surprising if someone like her also knew about me. 


  “But it’s no worry,” she continued. “Eric, I look forward to seeing who you’ll choose: Arius or me. Also, we’re going to be married. No need for formality and titles between us.” 


  “Very well, Cassandra. I look forward to it.” 


  “Yes, as do I, Eric.” 


  Cassandra’s smile widened, and then she forced her lips against his. He looked shocked for a brief moment, but then he grinned fiercely and pulled her into his arms. 


  “Cassandra! How inappropriate!” Empress Delphin cried, her eyes wide, but Cassandra ignored her completely. 


  Everyone’s faces were bright red as Cassandra and Eric looked at us. 


  “All of you seem to be under some misconception. It isn’t just Eric’s skill that I want. The boy accepted my proposal, and I intend to respond fully in kind.” 


  I didn’t know what had happened between the two of them in the past, and this might be a political marriage, but I didn’t have a problem with it if it was what Eric had chosen for himself. 


  “If the two of you intend to take over Granbride, then you’ll have to take me on,” Vern declared, taking up their challenge. 


  Cassandra stared him down. “Vern, you’ve gotten impudent. I’ll be plain with you: you are no match for me right now. Come back once you’ve improved, little brother.” 


  The words were harsh, but her attitude felt a bit like a sister admonishing her little brother.


  ***


  IT was after ten at night by the time we got back to Ellyse’s mansion. We all separated and went to our rooms, took baths, and slept. That was it. 


  Except I cast Perception Block and Invisibility and slipped out of the mansion. It wasn’t like I had some scheme in mind; I just hadn’t been to a dungeon since we’d left for Granbride, so I decided to train when I had some time. I rushed through the air, a clear image in my mind of the monsters and floor bosses of the dungeon I was currently working through, Hades’s Arena, as I moved faster than the speed of sound, swinging my mana-covered swords. 


  I had a pretty good memory, so I had a perfect image in my mind of the monsters of the fifth extreme-difficulty dungeon, which I’d gone in with Selena and Grey. In any event, I couldn’t imagine anything but an instant death for myself if I went into an even more difficult dungeon than my current one, considering how strong I was right now. 


  Ultimately, I believed that running each and every floor perfectly was the surest and most efficient way to get stronger. 


  After my training, I went back to my room and took a hot shower. I put on my pajamas and was about to go to bed when there was a knock on the door. 


  I opened it, and Ellyse was standing there. 


  “Have you been coming to my room looking for me? I was out training.” 


  “I just figured it was about time you would be back. Can I borrow some of your time?” 


  We went to the second-floor balcony where Milia, Sophia, Noelle, and Jessica were. 


  “Princess Ellyse, why are you with Arius…?” Milia asked. 


  “Don’t jump to conclusions. I just brought him here.” Ellyse looked at me. “Everyone was waiting outside your room because they wanted to talk to you. You were taking forever to come back, so they all gave up because they didn’t want to bother you so late. They were chatting here instead. I happened to see them and decided to meddle a little. You don’t mind talking with everyone, do you?” 


  “No. I’m sorry you all had to wait.” 


  “I thought you would say that.” Ellyse smiled teasingly, then looked around at the others. “I’ve already told Arius how I feel. It’s your turn now. It’s summer break, and once we return from Granbride, we won’t get many opportunities to see him. That’s what you all were thinking, and why you drummed up the courage to tell him how you feel.” 


  “Princess Ellyse!” they all shrieked. 


  Everyone must have thought I was going to head straight to the dungeon now that Dominic was taken care of. They weren’t exactly wrong either. 


  “Arius, I’m going to keep on trying, so…you better keep watch!” Milia exclaimed. 


  “A-Arius… I’m going to keep trying too…” muttered Noelle. 


  Their faces were red. I had a feeling I knew what they were going to keep trying at. 


  “Arius, I… I’m going to try to be more honest with myself in terms of how I feel… As long as it doesn’t cause you any trouble…” Sophia’s face was turned down, but she looked up at me through her long eyelashes. 


  “I don’t think you’re going to cause me any trouble. But I’m sorry, everyone. I’m not planning on dating anyone,” I explained. If I had time to spend dating someone, I’d rather spend that time in dungeons getting stronger. That was just the kind of guy I was. 


  “I know. For now, all I wanted was to let you know how I feel. Thank you, Arius, for listening,” Sophia conveyed with a happy smile. 


  “Don’t forget about me, either,” Jessica said last. “Unlike everyone else, I don’t go to the same school as you. I can’t do anything about the fact that we don’t get to see each other that much, but…Arius, you should come show yourself at the Adventurers Guild in Carnell a bit more often.” 


  “Yeah. I’d like to have drinks with Gale and the others more often too. I’ll find some time.” 


  There was someone behind Abel and the Hero’s Alliance, as well as Shin and the Underworld. I didn’t have time to just hang out, but we quickly sorted out the Dominic problem. Even I thought it was wrong to go straight home from this. 


  “You know, it is summer break,” I started. “And we’ve come all this way to Granbride. How about we all have a bit of fun?” 


  It shouldn’t be an issue to hang out with everyone for just a day. 


  No one seemed to have expected me to say that. After a moment of shock, they all replied happily. 


  “Of course we want to, Arius!”


  ***


  “UNEXPECTED to hear you were the one to invite everyone to spend time together. If you’d like to go somewhere, I know the perfect place. Would you mind letting me handle the location?” 


  When I sent Eric a Message, he immediately responded. I agreed to let Eric handle it and to his suggestion. The next morning, I spoke to Eric while we were eating breakfast. 


  “It is a little far away, but I want this to double as a thank you to the guards and the Ministry agents,” he was saying. “You wouldn’t mind if we traveled there in the Alphons, would you?” 


  I hadn’t expected to be going somewhere that we needed to travel by airship to get to, but I didn’t mind. We told everyone our plans, and they started getting ready. We invited Vern too, but he was busy cleaning up the aftermath with Dominic. 


  “I’ll teleport everyone to the aerodrome in Sidorya,” I offered. 


  “Please do. I had planned to arrange for other transportation, but that would be faster,” Eric said. 


  Once everyone was ready, we all gathered in the courtyard of Ellyse’s mansion. Everyone was there, even the Intelligence Ministry agents, the guards and maids, and the Alphons crew. 


  “All right, should we go?” I asked. I cast Teleport and moved everyone in an instant to just outside the town of Sidorya. 


  “Moving this many people at once…” marveled Gregg. “You’re full of surprises, Master Arius.” 


  We entered Sidorya, then went straight to the aerodrome. The former governor of Sidorya, Count Gasbray, was arrested for having the Obsidian Hyenas attack us, and an imperial official was now managing the city. 


  Procedures for boarding the Alphons went smoothly, and we took off as soon as we were on the ship. 


  “So, Eric, where are we going?” I asked. 


  “You can look forward to finding out when we arrive. A surprise isn’t so bad every once in a while,” he replied. 


  It was a two-hour trip on the Alphons to our destination. Since I had time, I went outside the airship and trained. 


  I returned after about an hour to find Zeke alone in the dining area reading a book. He’d been reading a lot lately and seemed to see the value in expanding his knowledge now. 


  “Zeke, you’re not with Sasha?” I asked. 


  “She’s with Ellyse. The girls made these and told me to tell you to eat them if you were hungry.” He gestured to the rows of sandwiches and other foods that kept well for a while. 


  I’d have to thank them all later. 


  Once I’d started eating, Zeke quietly spoke, “In the end, all I did was rely on you and Eric. I didn’t accomplish much at all.” 


  “That’s not true. You fought with us.” 


  “You won against one of the Twelve Imperial Blades and Underworld assassins. Eric wiped out our enemies with his strategies and captured Marquess Gazel. I know it’s important to give your all to what you can handle, but it’s a simple fact that I wouldn’t have been able to save Ellyse if you and Eric weren’t there.” 


  I really did understand the frustration Zeke was feeling. 


  “When I’d just become an adventurer, I was always relying on my tutors,” I shared. “I was in a party with the two of them, and it took a long time for me to be useful in any real sense. I still feel like I owe them, so I figured the best way to pay them back was to get stronger. Obviously, getting stronger isn’t everything. You just need to make it so you’re helpful to people with what you can do yourself.” 


  There were a lot of things Zeke could do. He was a prince of Ronaudia. I didn’t want to sound full of myself, but I was pretty sure if Zeke grew more, he could help the next king, Eric, and contribute to Ronaudia. 


  “You’re right, Arius… You’re always helping me.”


  “It’s the same here. When we were out in the capital of Ronaudia, you were helping with my little brother and sister. And it’s because you’re not prejudiced against commoners that Milia and Noelle can enjoy school as much as they do. Part of that’s because of you.” 


  Zeke hadn’t looked disappointed in the slightest when it turned out that my twin siblings, Sirius and Alicia, were going to be joining us for our day out in town. Even when Milia teased him in front of them, he didn’t get angry. He just accepted what she was saying. 


  “I barely did anything for your brother and sister,” Zeke argued. “And Milia and Noelle are just good people anyway.” 


  It seemed he didn’t realize that his open-heartedness and lack of arrogance were some of his strengths. 


  “And you’re a good person too. I’m glad you’re my friend.” 


  “Uh, and I…feel the same way, Arius…” 


  It was also very like him to get embarrassed at a moment like this. 


  After a little longer, the Alphons arrived at a small island in a blue ocean. 


  “This island is under the direct rule of Emperor Wolff, but no one lives here. There’s only the emperor’s villa,” Eric explained. 


  Essentially, all the sandy shores of this island were Emperor Wolff’s private beaches. The summer sunlight was hot, and it was nearly ninety degrees outside. Perfect weather for an ocean swim. Was this the surprise Eric was talking about? 


  There were several beach umbrellas and chairs laid out on the sand, and Eric’s maid-guards Bela and Isha prepared iced drinks for us. 


  “This sort of thing isn’t so bad every once in a while, is it, Arius?” Ellyse asked with a teasing smile. She was wearing a black bikini with a rose-patterned beach wrap skirt. 


  My bathing suit was a pair of trunks made of a jean-like material. 


  Ellyse had prepared all our bathing suits. She’d tasked Mariano & Co. with procuring bathing suits she’d picked out, which ended up looking good on each of us. Something like that was a walk in the park for her. 


  “Don’t hog Arius to yourself, Princess Ellyse!” Milia demanded. She was wearing an aqua-colored fauxkini. From the front, it looked like a single piece, but from the back, you could see it was divided into a top and a bottom. “Arius, what do you think of my bathing suit?” she asked. 


  “You look really good in it. And let me stop you before you say I’m just giving empty compliments—I mean it.” 


  “I know. Thank you, Arius!” 


  “Arius! Get over here. It’s you against me!” Jessica called before diving into the ocean. Her bathing suit was a sporty blue tankini with shorts. Her powerful arm strokes cut through the waves as she headed out to sea. 


  Jessica knew there was no point competing against me, but I’d go along with it if she still wanted to. 


  I leaped into the ocean and propelled myself forward, ignoring the water resistance, outpacing Jessica in a flash. 


  “Oh, come on! Arius… You really don’t ever hold back, do you?!” she shouted, but she looked happy for some reason. 


  When we got back to the beach, we found Sophia and Noelle playing in the shallows. Sophia was wearing a white, flower-patterned fauxkini, and Noelle was in a navy one-piece that…kind of just looked exactly like a school bathing suit. 


  “A-Arius…” Noelle turned bright red when she noticed me looking, which made Sophia notice too, and her cheeks turned pink as well. 


  “Both of you look really good in those bathing suits,” I called over. 


  “Thank you, Arius…” Sophia said. 


  “A-Arius… Y-you’re making me blush saying that…” stammered Noelle. 


  Ellyse and Milia joined us, and everyone played in the waves. 


  “I-it’s cold… A-Arius, I got wet…” muttered Noelle. 


  Apparently, this was her first time seeing the ocean, and she was as excited as a child. It was also Milia’s first time, but she had been reincarnated and would’ve been in her previous life. 


  This was actually my first time playing in the ocean in this life too. It wasn’t bad. 


  After having fun for a while, Ellyse lounged in a beach chair and gave a teasing smile. “Hey, Arius… Would you rub sunblock on me?” 


  “You don’t need sunblock, Ellyse.” 


  In this world, you could prevent sunburns by strengthening your resistance with magic. Ellyse could most assuredly use that sort of resistance magic. 


  “You never change, Arius. I’m kind of jealous of Sasha,” she whined. 


  Zeke must have been feeling less uneasy because he and Sasha were off in their own Love Academy world. They’d worked really hard and deserved to have fun. 


  I noticed Zeke was wearing longish black board shorts, and Sasha was in a yellow one-piece with a thin cardigan over it. This was the one time Zeke didn’t ask me if I was going to compliment Sasha. 


  “Are you enjoying yourself, Arius?” Eric asked, approaching with a chilled drink in one hand. He had white board shorts and a button-up shirt that was definitely not too flashy. He was the perfect prince even at the beach. 


  “I am. I am more than happy with this sort of scheme of yours.” 


  We decided to have a barbecue with everyone for lunch. We had skewers of meat and vegetables, as well as fresh seafood Gregg and his squad caught while we were swimming. 


  Everyone’s guards and maids, the Ministry agents, and the Alphons crew ate the grilled food along with us. They did have their weapons, but they were dressed down because of the heat. 


  “Arius, I grilled some meat.” 


  “This fish smells great on the grill too.” 


  We chowed down on the nicely grilled food. There weren’t any age restrictions on drinking alcohol in this world, but I wasn’t going to drink during the day. I polished off all the food people kept bringing me until I had a mountain of empty skewers. 


  “You really can eat,” Eric marveled. 


  “No way I can eat that much,” Zeke said. 


  Both of them had cheeks bulging with meat. I’d thought they’d eat with a knife and fork since they were royalty, but it turned out they could devour food too. The girls weren’t eating right off the skewers, but they weren’t bothered with the minutiae of etiquette as they enjoyed their food. 


  “With the Hero’s Alliance stalled, it looks like it will be some time until the invasion of demon territory begins,” Eric whispered to me while everyone was chatting. “You’ll be heading straight to the dungeon once we’re back in Ronaudia, I imagine?” 


  “Yeah. I want to get stronger. I’m going to be in the dungeon whenever I have time.” 


  Today was the first and last day I’d be spending relaxing over summer break. 


  “You do what you want, Arius. That’s who you are. No one will complain.” Ellyse had a teasing smile. “You saved me. You gave me a lot, so much that I’ve changed how I think about things, and I want to support you, even if just a little. If you’re ever in trouble, tell me.” 


  “Princess Ellyse, didn’t we say not to rush on ahead?! I want to do something for Arius too!” Milia exclaimed, her face red as she looked straight into my eyes. “You… You’ve given me so much. I want to support you… And Sophia feels the same.” 


  “Milia…” Sophia was a little taken off guard, but she nodded as if she was steeling her resolve. “I was able to change thanks to you, Arius. You showed me so many things. You’ve always been by my side, protecting me. So, I…I also feel you are more important to me than anyone else. That’s why I want to be there for you.” 


  “I want to be by your side, but I’m not strong enough,” Jessica admitted, her expression somber. She was an S-rank adventurer, so she knew the difference in strength between the two of us. “But just you wait, Arius. I promise I’m going to stand by you as an equal someday.” 


  “A-Arius…I can’t do anything to help you right now, but I’m going to work hard to be helpful…” Noelle said. 


  I didn’t agree that Noelle couldn’t do anything. Everyone was saying they wanted to do something for me. And the thing I could do for them… 


  I’d only ever thought about battling and getting stronger. That wasn’t going to change, but I could engage with them a bit more, really think about them. 


  I didn’t tell everyone that, though, because I didn’t want them to get any weird ideas.
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  Chapter 7: The Invasion of Demon Territory


   


  “ARIUS, Abel and the Hero’s Alliance have started the invasion into demon territory.” 


  I got the Message from Alisa about a month after we returned from Granbride. 


  It was August, just about when summer break was about to end, and I went to the city of Islee in the north of Ishtobal. It was normally a small town with a population of around five thousand, but it was now overflowing with Alliance soldiers. 


  Ishtobal and the countries that were part of the Hero’s Alliance had mobilized over a hundred thousand soldiers. There was no way all those people were fitting into Islee, so the soldiers had pitched tents outside the town. 


  “That’s some crazy numbers there. Even I haven’t seen this many soldiers before,” commented Grey. 


  Grey, Selena, and I were looking around the Hero’s Alliance encampment outside Islee, wearing Transformation Rings to make us look like other people. We’d also hidden our mana, so it was unlikely anyone would realize who we were. 


  Grey and Selena had fought alongside Ronaudia at the Crisis of Ronaudia eighteen years ago and had experienced several other large-scale battles. I had fought mercenaries and bandits when I was going to dungeons throughout the world with them, but this would be my first time fighting an actual army. 


  “The Hero’s Alliance is finally going to begin its invasion of demon territory after staying in Islee for two days,” Alisa reported that evening. 


  I was meeting her in a private tavern room in Islee where I’d cast Sound Isolation. 


  “Selena, Grey, I believe this is our first time officially meeting,” she said. 


  They may not have met face-to-face, but it looked like Alisa was aware that Grey and Selena had been hiding nearby when I was fighting Abel in Ishtobal. 


  “It wouldn’t be hard for you three to stop the invasion. I don’t want to fight, but it’s unavoidable at this point. Let’s make this work,” she said. 


  As a member of the hero’s party, she had to be near Abel. Stopping the invasion inevitably meant fighting her and her party. One of the conditions I agreed to teaming up with Alisa was that I wouldn’t hurt the members of the hero’s party at all. However, if I didn’t fight them, it would come out that she’d betrayed everyone. We needed to make it work. 


  “Shin’s training has awakened another hero skill in Abel, and his level has increased,” Alisa explained. “Even you can’t let your guard down, Arius.” 


  “I don’t plan to, but, honestly, it’s a good thing Shin and the other SSS-rank adventurers aren’t taking part in the fight.” 


  We’d considered the possibility that Shin would fight as well, and the Guild Headquarters had reached out to all the SSS-rank adventurers other than me, Grey, and Selena. None of them were going to join the invasion, though. 


  “I guess training Abel and actually joining the Hero’s Alliance weren’t the same thing,” she said. “Anyway, it looks like the rest of the SSS-rank adventurers aren’t doing the bidding of whoever was behind Shin. With the situation the way it is, I don’t know how things will go. I’m looking forward to having a front-row seat for watching how you’ll stop the Hero’s Alliance.” She made it sound like she wasn’t involved at all. 


  We returned for the time being to the teleportation point we’d set up near Islee. Alisa was going to Message us if there was any movement by the Hero’s Alliance. 


  “Do you think the other SSS-rank adventurers didn’t join the fight because of you two?” I asked Grey and Selena. I’d heard from my sources that they’d been in contact with the other SSS-rank adventurers. 


  Grey only smiled. “We didn’t do much of anything. All we did was say an SSS-rank adventurer’d have to be pretty damn bored to join the Hero’s Alliance.”


  “SSS-rank adventurers are a prideful bunch; we only held them back. But SSS-rank adventurers aren’t stupid enough to be manipulated that easily. I imagine they each had their own reasons for not taking part in the invasion,” Selena added. 


  “Arius, we should double-check with Demon King Alanis on how she feels before the fighting starts. It’ll be no joke if we find out we’d misunderstood her.” 


  It had been well over a month since Alanis had suggested we fight disguised as demons and claim to be agents of the demon king, and we didn’t exactly have that in writing. I didn’t think she was that thoughtless, but we did need to confirm if she really was okay with us calling ourselves her agents. 


  After Alanis had Teleported me to Guardial, we’d registered each other for Message. When I sent her a Message saying I wanted to talk, she responded immediately, telling us to come to Crystella the next day.


  ***


  “MASTER ARIUS. Demon King Alanis has asked me to meet you.”


  Immediately after Grey, Selena, and I Teleported just outside Crystella, three demons appeared in front of us. They would have noticed our arrival with Scan and used Teleport to get here like us. 


  At the front of the three was a demon with two horns in what looked like butler clothes—Irusha Bhawras. He was strong, over level 2,000. The other two were well over level 1,000. 


  “I’ll bring you to Her Majesty. This way, please,” Irusha said. 


  Crystella was a city that stretched over a vast area, with rows of vividly colored buildings particular to the demons, each set apart. There wasn’t any city wall enclosing the city, but that wasn’t a problem. Rather than an external wall, there was a massive defensive barrier of mana covering the entire city. 


  Alanis’s residence didn’t have castle walls either. It was more like some sort of temple with neat rows of white stone columns. 


  “Arius and friends. Thank you for coming all this way.” Alanis greeted us in a massive room with a ceiling over 150 feet high. The room was filled with rows of demons, each over level 1,000, and had massive amounts of mana. 


  “Demon King Alanis, I am the SSS-rank adventurer Grey Stadt.” 


  “I am Selena Ostarica, also an SSS-rank adventurer.” 


  The two of them bowed to Alanis.


  “Be at ease, you two. I won’t criticize you for your lack of etiquette last time.”


  Grey and Selena had also been hiding nearby when I had my fight against Alanis in Crystella. Alanis would have noticed them. 


  “I appreciate it, Your Majesty,” Grey responded. 


  “We wouldn’t want to make an enemy of you, after all,” said Selena. 


  The two of them swept their eyes across the demons in the room, never letting their guards down. 


  There were plenty of demons over level 1,000, and two besides Alanis over level 3,000. A month ago, I couldn’t tell their levels, but I could now. 


  “I am fascinated by you, Grey, Selena. You two know how strong I am but aren’t bothered at all… And I am even more curious about Arius’s abnormally rapid growth rate. You got that much more powerful in a mere month?” Alanis looked exasperated, but I didn’t think there was any menace in it. “So, what is it that you want?” 


  “You said you didn’t mind if I called myself your agent and took on the form of a demon when I fought the Hero’s Alliance. Their invasion is about to start, so I wanted to double-check that it really was okay,” I told her. 


  “That’s what you wanted? You are very cautious, but I don’t go back on my word. I allow all three of you to call yourselves my agents and fight the Hero’s Alliance disguised as demons.” 


  “Wait, Your Majesty!” shouted one of the demons in the large room. He was over ten feet tall and had four arms. “I have no problem with Master Arius as he proved his strength, but these other two haven’t proven themselves strong enough to deserve to be called agents of the demon king!” 


  “I do see your point, Destana, but… Grey and Selena, what do you think?” Alanis asked. 


  Just doubting how powerful Grey and Selena were revealed how strong Destana was, or not, but the situation amused Alanis. 


  “I don’t mind taking him on. Your Majesty, you don’t mind if I draw my weapons, do you?” Grey asked with a savage grin as he pulled two great swords out of his inventory. 


  “And if anyone else has any complaints, you better show yourself,” Selena warned with an equally menacing grin as she looked around at the demons. 


  “You arrogant humans… We shall show you the strength of the Guardial demons!” 


  A flamberge appeared in each of Destana’s four hands, and mana erupted from him. He was strong, in the high 1,000s level-wise, but he’d picked the wrong opponent. 


  “Then let’s go!” Grey shouted. 


  He immediately closed in on Destana and broke each of his four limbs before he could react. 


  “Wha…” 


  When Grey crushed his elbows, Destana’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he fell to the ground unconscious. The demons buzzed at Grey’s display of overwhelming power. 


  “Perhaps this will be a good lesson for Destana. He’d grown somewhat full of himself,” said an old man standing next to Alanis with a barbaric smile. His face was covered in wrinkles, but his eyes were sharp, and something about him made it seem like he wasn’t your average demon. He was one of the ones over level 3,000. 


  “Schmelza, everyone seems bored. Would you mind taking on Selena?” Alanis beckoned. 


  “What are you saying, Your Majesty? I can see a person’s strength for what it is. I don’t intend to do anything as foolish as Destana.” 


  “Oh, so no one will fight me? I don’t think I could win against Demon King Alanis, but I’m confident I can do quite a bit myself.” Selena ran her tongue over her lips. She was in full-on, battle-obsessed mode. 


  “I don’t believe I lack the strength either. I would be more than happy to take you on.” Schmelza looked at her with a sharp glint in his eyes. Selena’s taunt must have lit a fire in him. “However, I am no longer young enough to partake in pointless battles. Even so, if you insist, I will accept your challenge.” 


  Selena and Schmelza stared at each other for some time, then Selena burst into laughter. 


  “Oh, I’m sorry, Schmelza. We don’t have to do this. It was just a little joke.” 


  “Indeed. It is probably wiser for both of us if we just call it a little joke.” 


  They both could tell how strong the other was and accepted each other as fellow people of power. 


  I looked around at the demons surrounding us. “Does anyone else have any complaints? If not, we’re going to fight the Hero’s Alliance and call ourselves the demon king’s agents. We’ll take responsibility for what we do, of course.” 


  Alanis smiled with amusement.


  ***


  A few days later, the army of the Hero’s Alliance crossed the northern border of Ishtobal into demon country and encountered the forces of the Vizaltia, a demon clan that controlled that region.


  I learned about this through a Message from Alisa, and the three of us cast Perception Block and Invisibility, then Teleported nearby and moved rapidly toward the area.


  If they ran into the Vizaltia demons immediately after crossing the border, it must have been because the demons had found out, which made sense, seeing as the giant army was just marching straight toward them.


  While the Hero’s Alliance had over a hundred thousand soldiers, the Vizaltians had only about two thousand, but they also had twenty thousand monsters with them.


  Demons numbered far fewer than humans, instead utilizing powerful mana and the special ability to make monsters obey them. The Hero’s Alliance had an overwhelming army, but the monsters residing in demon territory were quite powerful. There probably wasn’t that big a difference in terms of actual might between the two armies.


  “Wait and watch for a bit, yeah? Basically, just seeing what the hero and his party can do,” Grey wrote. We were exchanging Messages while quietly observing the battle.


  The Vizaltians made the first move. A horde of monsters, each one well over level 100, stampeded toward the Alliance army along with the demons leading them. It was a violent attack by monsters and demons with a high average level. Soldiers fell one after another as the Alliance pushed back using their superior numbers. The front line held firm, but it was obvious that the Alliance was losing more people.


  “What a pathetic way to fight… What are you all doing?!” Abel shouted, stepping to the front line with the Ishtobal army at his back. Stationed around him were the members of the hero’s party. “I was given the power of the hero in order to wipe out demons, humanity’s foe!” Abel drew his glowing holy sword and held it high. “Warriors of justice who follow me! I grant unto you the power of the hero! Hero’s Soldiers!”


  Activating a hero skill, a light enveloped the entire Ishtobal army, boosting their mana like crazy. I Evaluated some and saw their stats had also jumped up, and their expressions had changed. It was like they’d turned into rabid, blood-lusting warriors.


  The Ishtobal soldiers charged the demons and monsters. Was that the newly awakened hero skill? I’d used Evaluate on Abel when we were in Islee, so I knew the name of the skill, but I hadn’t known what it did.


  It was like it’d activated Heart of the Hero on every one of the soldiers, turning them into berserkers with absolutely no fear of death. No matter what wounds they suffered, they were healed instantly, so long as they didn’t die. That was the same as Heart of the Hero. The problem was that the soldiers weren’t that high of a level. Many of them were being killed outright by their enemy’s attacks. But with their stats pumped up, they didn’t fear death. They were starting to overwhelm the Vizaltian demons and monsters.


  “How’s that?!” Abel cried. “Demons are like nothing more than insects in front of the hero. You will all die! Aaahahaha!”


  While he shrieked in laughter, the Ishtobal soldiers were being slaughtered one after another. It looked like he saw them as nothing more than disposable pawns. 


  A person like him was this world’s hero?


  The Vizaltia clan of demons had invaded human countries several times before, which was why I figured they were reaping what they sowed when it came to the Alliance invading them. I had decided they could just go and kill each other if they wanted to, but…


  “Grey, Selena, I can’t let this go on. I’m going to step in.”


  “Yeah, obviously. We don’t mind. Who could stand here and just watch this disgusting battle?!” Grey replied.


  “If you didn’t do something, I would’ve!” Messaged Selena.


  I flew until I was above Abel and his party, then dropped Perception Block and Invisibility. The Transformation Ring made me look like a buff demon over six and a half feet tall. Selena and Grey took up stations next to me on either side, also disguised as demons.


  I extended mana out from every direction of myself so that I drew attention. The visible mana pushed aside the air, causing a gale to whip up.


  “You…what the hell are you doing?!” Abel shouted in anger at us. The members of the hero’s party noticed us as well, and Alisa smiled menacingly.


  “Demons are nothing more than insects?” I asked. “Don’t make me laugh. We represent the demon king, sent by Her Majesty Demon King Alanis Justia herself. You who have been intoxicated by borrowed power. We shall show you true strength!”


  After those theatrical lines, I pulled a wicked-looking obsidian great sword from my inventory. It was a magic item that’d been gathering dust in there. It wasn’t too bad, actually. It was loot from Hades’s Arena.


  I’d been thinking for a long time about how to reduce the number of deaths from the Alliance’s invasion of demon territory as much as I could. Except Abel had gotten himself a new hero skill and didn’t seem to care at all about the deaths of the Ishtobal soldiers he led. The Alliance was only invading demon territory because Abel awakened as the hero in the first place. Which meant this was the best way to minimize casualties.


  The Alliance soldiers focused their spell attacks on me. I cast several layers of Impenetrable Defense, ensuring my true identity wouldn’t be discovered. Even without that, these attacks were so weak that my magic resistance alone was enough to nullify the damage.


  “True strength?! Don’t be arrogant! This is the power of the hero!”


  Abel raised his right hand and launched a massive orb of mana. It was much larger than the one he’d launched at me in the palace of Ishtobal. He’d definitely gained some levels.


  But I was aiming to stand on the same stage as Alanis. I’d grown even stronger than when I’d fought Abel.


  I accelerated to full speed and split the orb of mana with my obsidian great sword, then instantly raced up to Abel and attacked before he could react.


  His orichalcum armor split in two before he knew what was happening. He died instantly, unable to heal with the Heart of the Hero.


  I had considered using a mana-sealing item as I had on the Underworld assassins and Chris, the former member of the hero’s party, but whoever was behind Shin was operating in the shadows. Of the SSS-rank adventurers, there were quite a few who could break a mana-sealing item.


  It all happened so fast that no one could react. Alisa and her party might get blamed for failing to protect the hero, but no one would suspect them of betrayal.


  With Abel’s death, the effects of Hero’s Soldiers faded, and the Ishtobal soldiers regained their senses.


  “You have lost your hero, humans. Any further fighting is futile. If you wish to continue, I will be your opponent, and you should prepare yourself for your deaths! Vizaltia clan, on my authority as representative of the Demon King, I will not allow any more pointless bloodshed!” I declared.


  “All forces, retreat! We, the hero’s party, will guard the rear flank!” Alisa shouted using Amplify Voice, and the army of the Hero’s Alliance immediately began its retreat. With the mention of the demon king, the Vizaltia demons also couldn’t make a move.


  I’m not so naive as to think that was the end of everything. There was a chance my expectations were way off, and that killing the hero would actually intensify the fighting.


  Still, I believed I made the best choice from the options available at the time. I wasn’t planning on regretting killing Abel, no matter what happened. 


  ***


  “THE hero Abel is dead? Yes…it all went as I expected.”


  On an isolated island on the northern side of the continent stood the Varius Consortium, considered the world’s oldest country. This was where the Guild Headquarters was, bringing together all the Adventurers Guilds across the world.


  Ten floors down in the basement, there was a room that no one was allowed to enter. The head of the Guild Headquarters knelt in that room, head lowered in front of a mirror floating in midair.


  “Things are going to get interesting… I really can’t wait to see.”


  The mirror showed a deep darkness and three characters: VII. 


  The only sound in the room was a woman’s jeering voice.


  Arius Gilberto (Age 16)


  Level: 3745


  HP: 39162


  MP: 59849


  STR: 15088


  DEF: 15079
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  Afterword


   


  THE second volume of Love and Magic Academy came out ten months after the first volume, and I managed to get the third volume out nine months after the second one, and this was all because of your support. Thank you so much!


  In the beginning of volume three, Arius is defeated by Demon King Alanis and aims for even higher heights. I think I did a good job of depicting his character growth. What do you think?


  Volume four will focus on Arius’s fight with the people operating in the shadows that we saw at the end of volume three. And we might find that the Hero’s Alliance doesn’t simply retreat after having lost Abel. Arius will also tangle with the Underworld again, so I plan to pack volume four chock full of battle scenes!


  But at the same time, Arius has learned how everyone feels about him, so he’ll start to attend classes more often to spend time with them. You better look forward to some otome game-like events! And I haven’t forgotten Jessica, of course, so Arius is going to visit Carnell more often as well.


  While the series is called Love and Magic Academy, Arius is just as uninterested in romance as ever, but I do think he is slowly growing as a person. He may be a stubborn battle freak, but he is trying to engage with everyone’s feelings, so I’d love it if you kept watch over him while he does.


  See you in the next volume!
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