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  Chapter 1:
A Scene from the Capital


  ~Traps and Poison~


   


  MARQUESS SCHRAMM’S SERVANTS were waiting for us at the gates of the manor, and as Lily took my hand to alight from the carriage, they let out soft sighs. The dress Lily had borrowed was gorgeous, and she looked even more beautiful in it than your average noble maiden. I myself had been entranced when I first saw her.


  Seeing as we were here at the invitation of a marquess family, we had taken one of the Zehrfelds’ carriages, though only the second carriage typically used by my mother. Had we come in a rented carriage, the other nobles would doubtless sneer that the Zehrfelds couldn’t even prepare their own carriage, despite being the house of a count—and one of sufficient status to be invited to a tea party by a marquess house at that. Thus, we had used one of my family’s carriages. Appearances and honor mattered a lot in noble society.


  I decided to overlook the fact the lady who had received this invitation had spent the entire carriage ride cramming the essentials of etiquette. I had been too busy answering her questions to look outside, and it occurred to me just then that others would have noticed that I was inside the carriage with her. I guess it didn’t matter now. Still, I hadn’t expected that Lily’s paper prototype would find its first use in taking notes on party manners. 


  Speaking of manners, one of my mother’s trusted maids was accompanying us. She had been entrusted with the job of subtly aiding Lily and reporting back on today’s proceedings. A typical noblewoman would have a lady-in-waiting who would likewise be of noble blood, but given Lily’s status, a maid was the best we could do. Still, as long as a maid in service to a count family was attending to Lily, the others wouldn’t be able to look down on her. Seriously, these formalities could be so annoying.


  “I’ll come back to get you once the party is almost over.”


  “Right.”


  As I saw Lily off, I confirmed once again that there was no one suspicious around who might be watching us. Then, I bowed to the man by the gate, who seemed to be the marquess’s butler, before returning to the Zehrfeld carriage. Next, I transferred over to a carriage driven by Theobald, whom Neurath had led here, and headed to the castle for work.


  Had it been my mother or father visiting, the carriage would have awaited them at the manor. But since Lily was currently just a guest of the Zehrfelds, we needed to return the carriage. I couldn’t very well report to the palace riding the second carriage meant for the women of the family, and going the whole way on foot would reflect poorly on me as well.


  Neurath and Schünzel had been keeping guard from a short distance behind, but they approached once we had put some distance between us and the marquess’s manor. There wouldn’t be much time left in the day when we reached the castle, so I’d probably have to stick to my public duties. 


  “There don’t seem to be any problems.”
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  “That’s because it’s unlikely the Schramms would do anything to Lily or let anyone hurt her. They’re more scared of Mazel than the Zehrfelds.”


  And probably even more afraid of the crown, which had publicly declared support for Mazel. It would take a long time and a great deal of military force to challenge the kingdom head-on and come out on top. It would be one thing if the government was rotten from within, but the Kingdom of Wein clearly had its house in order, upon an impartial assessment.


  Still, it was only natural for any hierarchy to have its share of heretics. Not to mention, I had different goals, and from this one’s perspective—or really, high society’s perspective—I was obviously a heretic myself.


  “She’ll be safe at the marquess’s manor, so just make sure you stay vigilant during the journey home.”


  “Yessir!”


  I had planned on heading straight for the castle, but I encountered a familiar scout on my way. Apparently, he had been sent by Feli. I accepted the monster skin he carried and paid the necessary fee, as well as a tip. I also decided to send him on another mission, though he informed me it would take quite a bit of time, effort, and money. I paid him a deposit up front, with the rest to follow later on. Which reminded me, I needed to go thank Bert for the other day. It was important to meet in person when it came to this sort of thing.


  “It seems like someone’s scheming from behind the scenes,” I said.


  “You always speak whatever’s on your mind, huh?” Schünzel quipped.


  I grimaced at his phrasing. I didn’t have a rebuttal, but just as there were certain things only nobles could see, there were certain things only the commoners could. If possible, I wanted to go drinking at the pubs in town to go collect intel myself, but that had become difficult as of late. I had more funds now that I had gained the title of viscount, but it also meant I couldn’t move about as freely. What a joke. 


   


  ***


   


  Since Lily was also away for the day, I held off on investigating the underground library and busied myself with my public duties as assistant to the Minister of Ceremonies, my father. He didn’t let me catch a break all day.


  “Schünzel, go grab that stack of papers for me.”


  “Right.”


  I wrote paper after paper after paper from dawn until dusk. The contents were similar, so I could space out while I worked, but it kind of felt like I was hand-copying sutras. The contents were related to the royal grandson’s upcoming birthday festival—or really, instructions regarding the dress code for the after-party. But while the contents were similar, we couldn’t simply ask the nobility to just spread the word, so we had to draft individual notices for each noble house—right down to the barons. Unfortunately, this world hadn’t developed printing technology yet, which meant we had to write the exact same thing over and over. That meant a lot of letters, and everyone serving in the Ministry of Ceremonies spent the day tracing pens over papers.


  Allow me to touch upon the dress codes of this world. Outfits worn for a party held between dawn and dusk were called day clothes, while those worn for a party held after dusk were called night clothes. In my previous life, rules regarding dress in the Middle Ages and Renaissance varied wildly by nation, region, and time period. Though since I didn’t remember the details, I couldn’t really compare this world to my old one in this regard.


  Still, I can at least speak about this world. I’m sure there’s a more genteel way to put this, but speaking bluntly, day clothes are generally designed to one-up peers of your gender, while night clothes are designed to appeal to the opposite sex. 


  So when the sky was bright, noble ladies would strut about in day clothes of expensive fabrics cut in the most vogue and modern designs, adorned with gaudy jewelry. They’d basically be telling each other, “Look at the wonderful gems you can find in my domain! Oho ho!” but in more polite terms. Noble ladies were scary.


  On the other hand, nighttime parties were meant for dancing, so night clothes had rather simple designs compared to day clothes or the sorts of dresses worn by princesses in the fairy tales of my old world. Of course, they were still made for nobility, so they could really only be called “simple” relative to this world’s standards. Most of them could rival the sorts of dresses you’d find displayed in the museums of my old world, which would coax oohs and ahs from passing observers. Similarly, jewelry was typically on the smaller side so that it wouldn’t get in the way on the dance floor.


  That was the biggest distinction when it came to clothes, but there were also distinct attires for parties with a guest of honor versus those without. Since this party was a birthday celebration for the royal grandson, the stars of the show were naturally himself and his fiancée, the young Lady Schramm. And if, for example, this was an event for diplomats, the stars would be our foreign guests.


  And what would happen if you were dressed more lavishly than that party’s stars? In my past life, if you showed up to a wedding in an outfit that outshone the bride or groom, people would call you a shameless lout, which was nothing compared to what they’d do to you in this world. One misstep and your whole house or country could be shamed for such disrespect. 


  To avoid these situations, each noble family would be informed in advance about the level of dress the guest of honor would be adhering to, and what kind of accessories they would be wearing though the exact design would remain a secret. The task of spreading that information fell squarely in the purview of the Ministry of Ceremonies.


  I had to consider the noble families who’d be receiving this information to give each missive a bit of a personal touch. For example, a young lady from a fiefdom that sells jewels might wear top-rate jewelry but a plainly colored dress, while a noble family that employed a famous dress designer might pick a lavish grown but pair it with more subtle jewelry. Basically, they’d use their attire to tacitly demonstrate they were stepping back from the spotlight. 


  It was at these parties celebrating certain stars that the noble ladies and noble vassals specializing in clothing could exemplify the contradictory axiom, “draw attention without standing out.” In my family, my mother and her maids saw to that particular duty. Since my father was the Minister of Ceremonies, they were well-versed in the subject, so I had nothing to worry about.


  As such, I wasn’t worried about Lily’s gown or other accoutrements, but writing these informational missives to all these different noble families was hard work. I scratched away with my pen, all the while praying that the day’s work wouldn’t give me tendonitis.


   


  ***


   


  My wrist got quite the workout, but at last I finished the day’s work. Before leaving the castle, I sent a messenger to the Zehrfeld manor to have them dispatch Lily’s carriage. Then, I headed for the Schramms’ manor on horseback. Horses were only allowed on select roads in the capital, but that wasn’t a problem for the route I was taking. 


  Here and there, people would recognize me as I passed, pointing furtive fingers my way or, occasionally, coming forward to thank me. I didn’t know how to react. Thankfully, none were high-ranking nobles, so I just acknowledged them with a slight nod. Waving back with a smile was more of Mazel’s thing, anyway. 


  As I drew up to the marquess’s residence, I dismounted my horse and stepped up to the gates. 


  “I’m Werner Von Zehrfeld. May I enquire about Young Lady Schramm’s tea party?”


  “Please wait just a moment. I shall check.”


  Asking if it was over yet would have been a tacit demand that they finish up quickly, so the polite thing to do was to inquire more broadly. Though since it was already evening, it was true I was hoping they’d finish up soon.


  But it seemed her carriage hadn’t arrived yet. Well, not like they had to rush. 


  Just as that thought crossed my mind, out stepped Lily, Young Lady Schramm, and…was that the marquess? Why was he with them? Typically, the head of the family would only see a guest to the gate if they were of similar or higher rank, and given what had happened with Count Gahmlich, I hadn’t expected him to be home. Or maybe the reason he was home was precisely because the incident had put him on guard. 


  “It’s been a while, Viscount.”


  “Indeed it has. I apologize for my protracted absence, Lord Schramm.” I was a bit baffled by the marquess’s appearance, but since he had addressed me, I was obliged to respond in kind. He was likely trying to make my acquaintance. Lady Rosemary greeted me next, and I was sure she thought my manners much improved since the last time we met. Probably.


  “It is a pleasure to see you again, Lord Viscount.”


  “The pleasure is mine. Let me extend my gratitude for inviting a guest of my house today,” I responded, bowing and scraping. It was really obnoxious that I couldn’t mention Lily’s name here. Just as I was thinking that…


  “Not at all. I would love the chance to chat with Lady Lily once again.”


  “My deepest thanks.”


  Huh, she called Lily by name. Lily was smiling too. They seemed awfully close. I couldn’t tell if they had genuinely grown closer, or if they were merely shackled by circumstance, but they seemed quite compatible.


  “While they are somewhat apart in age, I am glad my daughter has found such a great new friend.”


  “I don’t have an elder sister,” Lady Rosemary added with a smile, “so I’m quite glad as well.”


  “Y-you speak too highly of me,” Lily said.


  Not just the marquess, but Lady Rosemary as well. Of course, she must have received a proper noble education, so I wasn’t sure if I should take her words at face value.


  Regardless, I got the gist of things from their reaction. At the very least, House Schramm didn’t have an unfavorable opinion of Lily. In fact, it seemed like they wanted to win her over to their side. As neither Lily nor I had any intentions of manipulating Lady Rosemary, that was fine.


  On the other hand, they were, however discreetly, drawing us into their orbit. Pulling this maneuver with Lily present—who wasn’t accustomed to noble speak—put us at a disadvantage. So while it wasn’t the most courteous thing to do, I decided to retreat before our side had the chance to mess up.


  “Anyway, I think it’s best we take our leave given the time.”


  “Oh… Um, thank you so much for today,” Lily said, moving to stand beside me.


  “Indeed,” Marquess Schramm said. “But your carriage has yet to arrive, I see. Shall I lend you one of ours?”


  Lord Schramm? You don’t have anything to do with our carriage being late, do you? Riding your carriage would be quite the flagrant sign of allegiance. 


  “No, we’re in the noble quarters of the city, after all. We’ll make our way back on our own.”


  “Huh? Eek…!”


  Lily was quite small, so it was no trouble for me to carry through on a small feat of athleticism. I pulled her toward me, picked her up, and sat her sidesaddle on Theobald’s back.


  It wasn’t just the marquess who was shocked—Neurath was too. Obviously, Lily was flustered as well, but she must have known it would be dangerous to struggle atop the saddle, so she sat still. Wait, was it really just the suddenness of my movements that had her so flustered?


  “Then we shall be taking our leave.”


  “Y-yes, farewell.”


  It was poor manners to greet someone on horseback, since it put you in the position of looking down on the other party. But since I was the one who had put Lily there, it was hardly her fault. I bowed once more before hopping on behind Lily, taking the reins in my hands without turning my gaze from the marquess and his daughter.


  Marquess Schramm flashed me a wry grin, my implicit “Don’t take what’s mine” clearly not lost on him. The twinkling look in Rosemary’s eyes, meanwhile, was probably because she was imagining the storybook illustrations of knights escorting princesses in the very position Lily was in now. Girls her age loved that sort of thing. I just felt a bit apologetic that I was the one playing the knight.


  I gave one last bow before urging my horse forward, making sure to keep it at a walk so the maid who had accompanied Lily could keep up on foot. The situation was all of my own making, so maybe I didn’t have much of a right to say this, but while traversing town on horseback was all well and good, doing so with a lady in a gown in tow was pretty embarrassing.


  On an unrelated note, I occasionally came across magic items for sale in this world that I simply couldn’t comprehend. I mean, I understood why they were developed, but I still struggled to wrap my head around them. Two were particularly baffling: the “corset you can put on without help” and the “naturally poofed dress that doesn’t need a hoop skirt.” The story that led to their development was half legend.


  In my previous world, you put on a corset by yourself, but they typically required a helping hand to fasten. The hoop skirt, meanwhile, was heavy and got in the way of sitting down. Still, both were necessities for noblewomen, and they often had to wear them whether they wanted to or not. Both noble ladies and maids hated if others could tell they had gained weight, so many chose to dress themselves alone. In that regard, the women of this world had it easy.


  Corset and dress alike were derived from inventions the knight brigade commissioned from the mage corps—“leather gloves that fit any size” and “a battle flag that will billow in any weather.” But upon catching wind of these items, women and ladies of high birth flooded mage corps HQ to demand that they prioritize three other items instead: the “corset you can put on without help,” the “naturally poofed dress that doesn’t need a hoop skirt,” and “cloth that makes your skin look prettier.” After days of fierce argument, the head of the mage corps caved and agreed to develop those three items first.


  No matter how hard they tried, however, they couldn’t develop “cloth that makes your skin look prettier.” As the story goes, the mage corps decided among themselves to spin it as them refusing to develop the item, since anyone who couldn’t buy it would resent those who did. That was all hearsay, of course. 


  The leather gloves, meanwhile, needed to constantly draw on magic stones to maintain the right fit, so they were deemed too inefficient and scrapped. While the corsets drained magic stones as well, the same magic could be applied to them, since a corset needed only last for the duration of a party, while gloves had to be worn for days on end in battle. Magic stones weren’t free, but when a woman needed them, there wasn’t a man who could tell her otherwise, even in an alternate universe like this one.


  The dress with the puffed skirt required magic stones as well, but apparently these powered a magic item under the skirt that ­applied wind magic to keep it full. I definitely had seen them before at dances. The military flags that first inspired the technology had been successfully produced as well and were utilized in various rites and ceremonies. Since they billowed even indoors, they also served well as decorations.


  That must have been the reason the flags were always waving in the game. As that thought crossed my mind, I asked Lily, “Are you cold?”


  “No, I’m all right.” So she said, but she seemed a bit stiff, perhaps since being on horseback made it feel like we were quite high off the ground. That was my fault, so I tried to change the subject to distract her.


  “How was the tea party?”


  “The marquess and his family were very kind to me. Oh, and your warnings were very helpful, Lord Werner.”


  “So they did come in handy,” I said, wincing a little. When Lady Rosemary had mentioned she had always wanted an elder sister, I realized it was quite possible the Schramms would try to bring Lily into their service had she decided to offer lip service and say, “And I always wanted a little sister myself.” That was especially true since Lady Rosemary had been raised in nobility. Highborn families utilized even age and innocence as weapons. There was no room to let your guard down. I’m sure everyone but Lily thought the same, though.


  As I was pondering this alternate reality, I suddenly sensed a presence and pulled on the reins. Startled, Lily let out a shriek and I reached out to steady her. Just as Neurath and Schünzel began to survey our surroundings, a figure emerged from a nearby alleyway.


  They ran straight toward us, alone and unarmed. A young girl, I realized, in clothes you couldn’t call pretty even if you were trying to be nice about it. She seemed about the same age as me, perhaps slightly older.


  She looked at us and spoke. “P-please help me!”


   


  ***


   


  I quickly took stock of the girl who had approached us. She didn’t look like someone from the noble quarter—her clothes were well past worn and verging on sordid. She had no weapon, and no magic bag. The way she ran was haphazard, so she likely wasn’t an assassin.


  As I studied her, Neurath asked her to identify herself. “Help you?” he asked. “What happened?”


  “M-my father was attacked!”


  Neurath and Schünzel exchanged looks but didn’t move. It was the right thing to do, considering they were my guards and couldn’t simply abandon me. 


  “Neurath, Schünzel. Stay here and protect Lily.” I turned to the girl. “Where’s your father?” 


  I could see the blood drain from Neurath and Schünzel’s faces.


  “That’s too dangerous! You don’t truly mean to go alone?”


  “I do. Don’t leave Lily’s side until I return. Where’s your father?”


  “U-um, in the street over there…”


  As soon as those words had left her mouth, I jumped off my horse and dashed off. If this was a trap—and I was the target—I wanted to distance myself from Lily as much as possible given her current attire. I had my lance stored in a magic bag, but if a fight broke out, it’d honestly be difficult to protect Lily and her maid. And if Lily was the target, Neurath and Schünzel could protect her together and buy me time to sneak up behind our assailants for a pincer attack. If both those fears were groundless, all I had to do was save the man supposedly being attacked.


  Honestly, I found this timing rather suspicious but suppressed those doubts as I sprinted the short distance to the mouth of the alley. I peered inside, and the reek of blood assaulted me just as I caught sight of a single man collapsed on the pavement.


  I glanced over at Lily and, once I had confirmed there was no one else near her or the man, I approached cautiously. His attire was as ragged as the girl’s, and his wounds were deep and numerous. He must have fought multiple opponents. The street was still wet with blood, which suggested the attack must have been recent. The man no longer seemed to be breathing. I checked with my hand but felt nothing.


  I next observed my surroundings. There were no weapons or other items lying nearby, nor any tracks in the blood. Once more, I scanned my surroundings to see if anyone else was around before returning to where I had come from. Lily had alighted from the horse, likely with help from the maid. But I had something else to attend to first.


  “Are you all right?”


  “I am. Schünzel, go visit one of the nearby noble houses and borrow a servant. Use my name if you must. Tell them to report to the guard corps. Someone’s been murdered.”


  “With haste.”


  “Neurath, keep a careful eye on our surroundings just in case.”


  “Yessir!”


  I decided to stay put until the royal guard arrived. I considered having Lily return ahead of me alone, but since I couldn’t ensure she’d be safe on her journey, I opted to have her wait with me. She stuck out in her gown, so I draped my jacket over her shoulders. That elicited a bashful grin, but also a rather self-conscious reply of, “Um, thank you, Lord Werner. But she should come first.”


  “You’re right. Sorry, Neurath. Hand her your jacket.”


  “Understood.”


  Neurath lent the girl his jacket, which she accepted with a bow. Meanwhile, Lily whispered into my ear, her expression serious. I responded with a slight nod.


  Schünzel had returned, so now we were only waiting for the royal guard to arrive. That’s when the girl addressed me. 


  “Um, Mr. Noble?”


  “What is it?”


  I was dressed in knight’s attire, but as Lily was wearing a gown, it was easy to guess I was a noble. But “Mr. Noble”? Really? I kept a straight face as I turned toward her. 


  Then, with a grave expression, she asked, “Do you know Lord Zehrfeld, Mr. Noble?”


  “Why?”


  “Um, well…”


  “Why don’t you tell me after the guard corps arrives.”


  For now, I ushered everyone over to the roadside. These were the noble quarters, and it was growing dark, but we still were drawing stares. Recent events had made me and Lily famous, and I couldn’t help but cringe at the curious way people looked at us, as if they saw us as some kind of oddity. Perhaps fortunately, the guard corps arrived shortly.


  “Move! Guard corps coming through! Did…did something happen, ma’am?” The man at the helm—likely the captain—called out to us. He seemed to be in his mid-twenties, perhaps younger. Apparently, he had only heard there was a murder, but once he spotted not me but Lily, he adjusted his attitude. She looked like a beautiful noble lady, and while I thought his attitude change was a tad too obvious, I could understand where he was coming from.


  “I’m Werner Von Zehrfeld. Thanks for coming.”


  “Y-you’re the viscount! My apologies! I’m Gauter, captain of the guard corps!”


  “There’s no need for courtesies. Apprising you of the situation comes first. To start, this girl’s father was murdered, and his body is in that side street.”


  “Yessir! Men, go investigate.”


  I decided to just assume he hadn’t recognized me because it was dark out. I watched Gauter order a few of his troops to begin the investigation.


  Maybe this was weird coming from someone who had suddenly approached the body as I had, but forensics still had a long way to go in this world. They could likely determine which wound had been the fatal one, but that was it. In my old world, police would investigate the surroundings before even approaching the victim, lest their movements disturb any footprints the perpetrator left behind. 


  While criminal investigators weren’t as extensive in this world, they still studied the victim and their surroundings. Of course, whether a victim of common birth got a proper investigation largely depended on who was in charge. That was the sorry state of this society. 


  The girl had uttered a muted cry when she heard my name, but I decided to ignore it for now.


  Incidentally, murdering a young woman was an especially grave crime in this world, just like it was during the Middle Ages of my old world. As poll taxes applied equally to children and adults, and there was need to increase the population, killing a woman of childbearing age was considered to be a crime on par with killing two people.


  There was even one case in which the murder of a young woman was punished with a hundred years’ worth of fines levied not just on the criminal, but his whole family down to his grandchildren. On the flip side, it was quite common that the murder of men was treated more lightly. I wondered how this case would turn out.


  “In that case, could you please fill me in on the situation?” 


  I wasn’t sure if Gauter was speaking so politely to a clearly dirt-poor girl simply because of his personality, or if it was because I was present. Apparently, I’d earned something of a reputation for being kind to commoners.


  “R-right. My father and I were only here to beg for the lords and ladies’ scraps.”


  When nobles and wealthy merchants held parties at their manors, word of the gathering would spread through the family’s servants, the merchants supplying the food, and others involved in the preparations. Anyone hoping to get some of the scraps handed out to the destitute would gather at the back gates. Even the nobles understood that such handouts were to be given as a matter of course, so it wasn’t rare to find the destitute and hungry in the noble quarters at certain times of day.


  The fact that the word of these events spread was proof that just as nobles had their ways of picking up information, commoners did too. Not that it particularly mattered.


  “Um, but we got lost on the way, and once we entered that side road, some men with swords were saying something about how Zehr… Lord Zehrfeld would soon be passing through, and that they planned to attack him.” These men had likely omitted my title, but she couldn’t do that with me standing right here. “Those men attacked us, so my father told me to run…”


  “How many attacked you?”


  “Th-there were four of them.”


  If she was right, then there were four armed men out there. I didn’t know whether I could rely on Gauter—actually, it was hard to tell whether he was a friend or foe right now. I’d have to see how things played out.


  To summarize the testimony that followed: The men were wearing masks, so she hadn’t caught their faces, and both father and daughter were refugees from Triot and didn’t have any other family.


  “I see. I may have some more questions for you, so let’s move to the guard corps barracks for now.”


  “No,” I cut in, “she almost came to harm after hearing the Zehrfeld name. My family shall take care of it.”


  “Y-yes, I mean, but milord…” My interjection clearly had him rattled. That was the proper reaction. I was glad he took his job so seriously.


  “And I’m sure being in the guards’ barracks will be hard for a young girl.” That was neither a lie nor an excuse. I was sorry to say, but the barracks were crawling with burly men, which made for suffocating surroundings. Gauter must have known as much given his troubled expression. But the fact he hadn’t opposed my suggestion meant he almost certainly wasn’t my foe, at least.


  “I’ll have her sleep at the Zehrfeld manor tonight, and we can discuss the rest tomorrow. I’ll arrange things at home so you can continue your questioning at the manor. It’s already quite late, after all.”


  “Understood. My apologies for the trouble. I shall leave it to you, milord.”


  I turned to the girl. “What’s your name, young lady?”


  “I-it’s Clara,” she answered with a slight nod.


  I hadn’t been lying about how late it was—the sky was already too dark for young women to be returning home alone. I borrowed one of Gauter’s guards to send word ahead to the manor, then instructed Gauter to keep Clara’s presence there a secret in case she might be attacked.


  “Then let’s go home,” I said. “Neurath, Schünzel, you two watch the front and back. And my apologies, Clara. You’ll have to accompany us on foot.”


  “Yessir!”


  “Understood!”


  “R-right!”


  Had she been injured in the attack, I would have let her ride on horseback, but I decided to play the part of a noble today and not let a commoner ride my horse. I got onto Theobald, joining Lily in the saddle. Given how things turned out, it might have been for the best that we hadn’t traveled by carriage tonight.


  My mother’s maid nonchalantly fell into step behind Clara. From there, she could alert us if the girl tried anything suspicious. It was rather impressive, though I shouldn’t have expected anything less from one of my mother’s favorites.


  I slowly urged my horse forward as Neurath and Schünzel kept a careful watch on our surroundings. That’s when Lily turned back to me, her expression difficult to read. “Um, Lord Werner?”


  “Hmm? Is something wrong?”


  “No, nothing’s wrong, but, um… You were smiling.”


  “Oh. I better be careful.”


  That was a close one. I needed to make sure I maintained my poker face. My enemies had gone out of the way to toss a pawn into my court, and I had to make sure the opportunity didn’t go to waste. 


  As soon as I returned to my family’s manor, I had Neurath summon Max, and had them prepare the baths. Then, I called for a few maids to “clean Clara from head to toe.” Before they set off, I gave them whispered instructions to investigate something for me while they were at it. Finally, I told Lily to come to my father’s room once she had changed.


  After instructing Norbert to convey separate orders to the maids, Schünzel and I headed for my father’s room. I wanted to get our meeting out of the way first, and with Clara in the bath with the maids, they wouldn’t be able to overhear our conversation.


  “Don’t intentionally bring problems into our home,” my father said after I’d given a brief account of the situation. He was angry, but not quite furious. Rather, he simply seemed to already be under the assumption that we were targets.


  “My apologies,” I said. “I shall handle this matter myself.”


  When Lily, Neurath, and Max entered a little later, I once again briefly summarized the situation.


  Apparently, the Zehrfeld carriage had been late because it had almost run someone over on the way to the Schramms’ manor. According to the coachman, that person suddenly jumped in the way. Whoever it was behind this, they had reason to slow the carriage’s arrival, so I didn’t doubt the truth of the explanation. 


  “What sparked your suspicions?” I asked.


  “Lily,” Norbert added in the tone of an examiner, putting the question directly to her.


  “R-right.” Lily was startled, but quickly nodded and said, “Once Lord Werner returned to the side street and announced someone had been murdered, Clara didn’t appear to be shaken. I thought that was awfully cold for someone who’d fled to the capital with just her father,” she said, calmly explaining what she whispered in my ear earlier. Monsters roamed this world, which meant people here walked closer to death than those from my previous world. Still, I didn’t want to scare Lily, so I had been hesitant to involve her in discussions about a murder. Though given her composure, it seemed my fears were groundless.


  “Neurath, Schünzel. How did it appear to you two?” Now, I directed the same question to them. They shared a glance before nodding. 


  Neurath was the first to speak. “If there were four perpetrators, and if Clara escaped after overhearing their plans, then it seems odd that all four targeted only her father. At least one should have chased after her.”


  “Her reaction upon hearing Lord Werner’s name appeared quite contrived as well,” Schünzel said. “Even when she referred to him as ‘Mr. Noble,’ she seemed to already know who he was.” 


  “I could smell the stench of blood as soon as I peered into the street. That was probably at least partly because some time had passed since the incident, and she hadn’t acted even though Lily was calling me by name. I’m famous, after all. She was probably too focused on sticking to the lines in her script,” I added with a shrug. I was glad everyone had been paying such close attention.


  The reason I had predicted this—or rather, considered it a possibility—in the first place was because our enemies’ commander didn’t seem particularly adept at leading his troops, which I had already gathered earlier. After House Gahmlich had been poisoned, I thought it was possible someone else might think themself in competition with the perpetrator and try to pull something as well. Though I didn’t think they’d do it just a day later.


  But what turned my suspicion into conviction was the fact no one else had been around when Clara approached. Typically, you’d scream if you were attacked by four men, but neither Clara nor the murder victim had raised their voices loud enough to draw the attention of anyone from the neighboring manors. That itself was strange.


  “Refugees from Triot are managed in units consisting of five families. Clara kept her destination a secret, so if her family truly disappeared from her unit, that unit will lodge a complaint. We’ll soon know whether she was telling the truth,” I explained.


  Max nodded. “The state of her so-called father’s body was strange as well. He lacked defense wounds.”


  “Defense wounds?” Lily asked.


  The term was widely used in this world, but Lily seemed a bit lost, so I offered a simple explanation. “Usually, if someone tries to attack you with a blade, you raise your arms to protect yourself, right? As a result, you end up with wounds on your arms and hands. We call those defense wounds.”


  “Defense wounds” also referred to marks left on people who hesitated in the middle of a suicide attempt, but there was no need to explain all that now. Long live a certain shonen detective manga.


  “His hands were perfectly clean. There were no defense wounds, or any blood on them at all. The fatal blow was likely the first. The rest were inflicted on his corpse.”


  “I see,” said Max, nodding.


  “Yes, I understand that,” my father said. He turned to me. “The question is what we do now.”


  “First, I want Lily to draw a portrait of Clara.”


  “Right.”


  “But you don’t need to be looking at her when you do. In fact, don’t make the picture resemble her too closely. Just capture a vague likeness.”


  “R-right?” 


  She didn’t quite seem to follow, so I offered a short explanation. “The closer the resemblance, the more likely people are to think it’s a different person. It’s easier to collect intel when the image only invokes the sense that you’ve seen her somewhere before.”


  “I see. I’ll draw a few, then.”


  “Thanks.”


  I’d learned in my past life that apparently, police portraits followed that principle. If witnesses focused on certain features a person had, others would probably focus on those features too.


  I nodded at Lily and turned back to my father. “Given the culprit is a Triot refugee and young woman with no other family, I thought it was best to keep her under my auspices for a short while. Though we can’t say for sure whether she truly is a refugee, or if that man was truly her father.”


  “Indeed.”


  “Next…” Just as I was about to speak, there was a knock at the door. The person on the other side was a maid, and she waited for my father’s permission before entering. Then, she handed something to Norbert and whispered into his ear.


  “Apparently, Clara’s clothing was double stitched in some parts, and this was sown inside.”


  “A chartula, is it?” I couldn’t search a woman’s clothing myself, so I had instructed the maids to do so while she was in the bath. It was just as I had predicted. I touched the chartula, and while it was slightly bulked, it was still awfully thin. The paper seemed to be high-quality monster-skin parchment—not something a refugee would typically have. If the culprit had given it to her, they had to be a noble or someone of similar status.


  I opened the package to find a white powder. In detective shows, one of the detectives would have probably licked it. But since it could be poison, I wasn’t about to copy them. Besides, in a real investigation, this would serve as evidence, so it wasn’t like anyone would actually lick it on the spot. 


  Incidentally, pockets were quite common in this world. Conversely, in my old world, pockets weren’t a common feature of women’s or even men’s clothes until the end of early modernity. But in this world, pockets were apparently invented to meet the needs of adventurers who wanted easy access to their potions, quickly becoming a feature in many garments. 


  Still, cloth was valuable in this world, so commoners’ clothes typically lacked pockets. Had they not already been commonplace in this world, I would have invented them and sold such clothing for a hefty profit.


  “Exchange the contents for salt or similar and return the chartula to where it was. And do it before Clara is done with the bath. I’ll investigate the contents myself.”


  “Won’t she notice the switch?” Max asked.


  “Probably not. The package was likely sealed when it was handed to her, and if she notices the contents have been replaced, she’ll only run back to her master in a panic. That’ll just make things quicker for us,” I said. If I gave the powder to Rafed, he’d likely be willing to look into it and find out where it had been sourced from. Handling him could be troublesome, but he sure came in handy.


  “If we were dealing with an assassin by trade, she wouldn’t have done anything to raise my suspicions. Given that this is all happening right after yesterday’s events, it’s just too obvious. Clara’s master likely sits at the bottom of the ladder and is acting on his own. Still, this could give us a clue to who stands on the next rung, so I want to expose them if we can.”


  “I see.”


  “Our foes’ aim will be different depending on whether the contents of the chartula are a lethal poison or simply a heat-producing agent. But in any case, you and Mother should be careful.”


  “Right.”


  There was magic in this world capable of neutralizing poison, but some people still lost their lives to it, commoner and noble alike. Though in cases involving commoners, it was often hard to determine whether they died from snake venom or had eaten a monster. For nobles, on the other hand, poisonings were sometimes publicly declared as deaths by illness. 


  “I’ll plan things with that in mind, but…” I explained my ploy to everyone present—including the maid who had discovered the chartula—and quickly concluded our meeting.


  Not that it particularly mattered, but when I asked my father to lend me some money, he gave me a cold glare. I received a salary as a viscount, but it wasn’t like there was a pile of gold coins in my room, and I would need the cash for the next day. Sorry, Father.


   


  ***


   


  House Teutenberg also held the rank of count and possessed their own domain. The domain was home to several people, spread across multiple towns and villages. Its most prominent settlement by far, however, was the county’s capital of Derschen. For the most part, it was a lively city frequented by both merchants and travelers.


  But after the return of the Demon Lord, as monsters had ­appeared more frequently and acted more aggressively, the populace had grown disquieted. On top of that, both the count himself—the head of the Great Temple of Finoy—and his two eldest sons had perished in battle. As a result, a heavy, fearful air now hung over Derschen. 


  On this day, however, what had suddenly disturbed the guards on Derschen’s walls was a battalion with several cavaliers approaching from far off in the distance. The sight threw the defenders into a panic, and in an excess of caution, their captain ordered the city gates be closed. But as his troops hastened to comply, one suddenly pointed toward the horizon. A single rider had come to greet them.


  “Name yourself!” ordered the gate captain. When he heard the rider’s answer, the captain rushed down the wall to report to his superior.


  After delivering his report, the captain made for the gates, a­ccompanied by the butler of House Teutenberg and a man dressed in knights’ armor. By the time they arrived, the battalion had already entered the city and formed up for combat. While Hermine would typically serve as her soldiers’ representative, she was acting as captain now, ready to order her troops should the need arise. In her place, it was the young man at the helm of the battalion who rode out to the three men on horseback. “Greetings. I am Holger Orgen Lepsius.”


  “M-my apologies,” the captain answered, “I hadn’t realized you were the viscount. I am Coetzer, the captain of Derschen’s guard corps.”


  Holger Orgen Lepsius was a viscount by title, but the third son of Duke Gründing by blood. Since a viscount family had taken him in as a son-in-law, theirs was the name he used. But in terms of political power, he stood above the lesser count families.


  [image: ]


  The old Teutenberg butler beside him raised his voice as he wiped his brow. “W-we thank you for your visit. I had heard His Majesty would be sending supplementary forces, though I had never imagined they would arrive so quickly…”


  “Certain influences are at play. The opinions of His Majesty and His Highness the Crown Prince aligned, as did those of a few others. They decided to mobilize reinforcements with haste, and I accompanied them.” Lepsius glanced at Hermine, and she raised her hand in answer. They had planned this out on their way to the city, so at her signal, the knights burst into sudden, synchronized movements right before the citizens who’d gathered to watch them. The armored man, seeing this clear opening of hostilities, hurried to intervene.


  However, Lepsius raised his voice in sharp warning. “Remain still. Stop in your tracks!”


  “B-but…”


  “Do you not know why I received a rescript from His Majesty?”


  That was what kept the soldiers atop the city walls from resisting this battalion. Lepsius had entered Derschen on orders from the king, and he was no mere envoy. Upon hearing these words, the knight tried to run. However, Lepsius noticed and at a wave of his hand, his own riders quickly surrounded the three.


  “It appears that underhanded dealings have consumed this town in the wake of Count Teutenberg’s passing, yes?” He had phrased his words as a question, but there wasn’t a shadow of doubt in his utterance.


  With an expression of pure dread, the man dressed in butlers’ attire fell to his knees.


   


  ***


   


  The battalion, consisting mainly of knights from House Fürst, stormed the Teutenbergs’ manor without hesitation. The servants and maids screamed, but once the squad announced they would do no harm to those who didn’t resist, they all froze.


  It was thanks to the fact that Hermine, a lady knight, was the one giving orders from the salon that the maids of the Teutenbergs kept from panicking. Despite the circumstances, more than a few were entranced by her valiant figure.


  That was when a knight approached and whispered into her ear. Blood drained from her face, and after issuing a flurry of orders, she hurried deeper into the manor. When she finally arrived at a door guarded by two of her family’s knights, she ignored their panicked greeting and burst into the room without bothering to knock.


  “Father!”


  “…Is that you, Mine?” Count Bastian Fürst lifted his emaciated torso from his bed and stared at Hermine in shock.


   


  ***


   


  I had given Max his orders and made my preparations the night before, and now early morning had come. I had my servants charter a rental carriage, which Lily and I took to report for work at the castle. It must have been thanks to my father’s influence as a count that our sudden decision to commute by carriage hadn’t raised any eyebrows within our manor.


  As Clara was connected to the culprit, I had her keep away from the public eye while treating her as my family’s guest.


  “Please be careful, Lord Werner,” Lily bade me. She was worried about me acting alone.


  “I will,” I said. “Thanks.”


  Today, I was dressed as neither knight nor noble, but rather wore the academy’s uniform. It had been a long time since I had last worn these clothes, which was kind of sad.


  Incidentally, I had packed some knights’ clothes—and a few other outfits, plus some money—inside a magic bag. Maybe I should’ve just prepared a whole disguise kit at this point.


  “Oh, right,” I said. “There’s something I want you to investigate before I return home.”


  “Yes, what is it?”


  “The circulation of goods between shellfish farms and the capital.” 


  Lily gave me a blank look. Shellfish were pretty hard to come by in the capital, as was anything else taken from the water. There were no seas or rivers nearby, after all.


  During Europe’s Middle Ages, people ate whales and dolphins, and shrimp, skates, walruses, seals, oysters, and scallops had long been considered food sources. Not that it particularly mattered, but one record stated that eating whales was particularly befitting of kings and queens.


  But due to difficulties in transporting and preserving them, they were considered pricey delicacies. Further inland, freshwater fish like trout, carp, eel, and pond smelt were common fare, alongside dried or salted herring and cod.


  Unlike in my previous world, goods could be transported via magic here, but seafood was still an expensive delicacy in the landlocked capital. It still took a great deal more time and effort to ship and circulate these goods, compared to the twenty-first century of my old world.


  Additionally, Catholics in the Middle Ages wouldn’t consume meat on Fridays except on holidays, but as they didn’t view seafood as meat, that was still on the table. I wondered whether it was God or the church who had decided on that distinction.


  Religion imposed no such complicated traditions in this world. However, there was something unique about this world that made farming seafood difficult—the threat of monsters that haunted the rivers and seas. Fishing in this world was much more dangerous than in my old one, which made seafood an even more expensive delicacy than meat in inland cities. Shellfish were a bit easier to farm, but they were hardly something the populace could easily consume.


  Still, I hadn’t asked Lily to look into the seafood market out of interest in any luxury treats. It was simply that having her investigate the matter in my place would raise fewer eyebrows than if I, a noble, did it myself. 


  “And don’t separate from Neurath and Schünzel until I return.”


  “Right. Be careful.”


  I exited the carriage in an empty road and slipped into a side street. I waited for the carriage Neurath and Schünzel were guarding to leave the castle and lingered a while to see if anyone trailed it. At the very least, that didn’t seem to be the case.


  The next most likely possibility was that someone would trail me now that I had alighted from the carriage, so I proceeded with haste. I took a right turn at three separate corners, watching to see if anyone followed. If they did, I’d know someone was tailing me. 


  Keeping one eye on my back, I made my way to Rafed’s shop, slipping in through the back gate. He greeted me just like he ­always did.


  “My, if it isn’t Lord Werner! I’m honored to see you so early in the morning!”


  “I think about this a lot, but do you have someone following me?” I said snidely, noting his complete lack of surprise at seeing me. 


  He responded with a straight face. “Please allow me to do so before you escape for good.”


  “In that case, you’d need to get rid of all traces of our connection.”


  “I’ll prepare some fake evidence of you knocking up a random girl on the streets in advance as well, Lord Werner.”


  “That’d be another matter entirely.” Knowing Rafed, he actually could, which made the suggestion quite a terrifying one. Sensing I was about to get backed into a corner, I cut the bickering short by taking out the poison I had recovered. “Do you know what this is?”


  “Let me take a look.”


  He sniffed the powder and touched it gingerly. Then, he licked a bit. I was worried, but he assured me that “Licking this poison poses no threat, and I have an antidote on hand that’s effective against it as well.” I couldn’t help but think I made the right call asking an expert.


  I handed over a portrait of Clara and explained the situation. After confirming which poison it was, I purchased a few antidote potions. That was just so I could have them on hand—an assurance, should I need it. I changed just my shoes, concealed myself under a ragged cape, and exited the store.


   


  ***


   


  Next, I headed for the slums and visited Bert, all the while remaining vigilant of what lay behind me. I wasn’t there to request anything, but simply to extend my thanks for all the information he had provided. If it came to it, I planned to just leave some money and be on my way. As it happened, though, I had the chance to meet with him, and I took it even if it would eat up quite a bit of time. I started by piling some money up in front of him. He didn’t seem too happy with me.


  “I have no need for thanks or money.”


  “But I feel like I owe it to you. If you don’t need the money, go ahead and waste it on food and drink,” I responded. On one hand, I was afraid of incurring any debts, but guys like Bert put a lot of stock in moral obligations. Meeting in person had been important. The fact that institutions and influence wouldn’t protect me in the underground was precisely what made him such a valuable ally, and allies helped each other out, whether or not there was anything in it for them. In other words, an ally was the enemy of your enemies no matter what, which meant it was important to maintain at least a neutral standing.


  Plus, the guys in the underground had their own networks for information, exchanged in codes only they knew. Even in stories like Sherlock Holmes, beggars had their own secret signals that the police couldn’t crack. I couldn’t just ignore these secret webs of knowledge. 


  Still, a typical noble wouldn’t worry about such things, would they? I was thankful my memories of my old world meant I knew a thing or two about the mafia and yakuza.


  “I know I can’t buy you guys with money, and that this isn’t something that money can solve. This is just me sticking to my guns.”


  “You’ve got quite the difficult personality, huh?”


  “I get that a lot.”


  I wasn’t going to put on airs and say I was a broad-minded person. This was simply the most prudent way to deal with the underworld, given the times and the rules of this world. I had no intentions of asking them to undertake any crimes for me, so I didn’t need to worry about them threatening me later on.


  No matter how wisely and justly a land was ruled, there would always be criminals and pariahs just beyond the reach of law. Thus, I had acknowledged that they had their own organizations and structures and interacted with them as if they were a foreign power operating in our land. If they encroached on our safety, I would chastise them with force of arms. But as long as they didn’t cross that line, I’d give them due acknowledgment. That was just the world we lived in.


  “I may employ your services eventually, and if that time comes, I hope you will keep me in your favor.”


  “I’ll consider it,” said Bert with a snort. Still, it seemed he under-stood I hadn’t come to bribe him, so I decided to consider this a success. The ways of nobles and those of the underworld would likely never find harmony, but that didn’t mean I needed to view them as my enemies either.


  Considering Bert’s guards no longer regarded me with malice, I must have made some progress. I handed them some liquor money and exited Bert’s hideout. I managed to keep a poker face, but I was still feeling mentally drained. Whew.


   


  ***


   


  I changed shoes midway through my journey but kept my school uniform on for a few more stops. I checked on the progress of the town beautification efforts and the education centers. It seemed like my father had appointed a fine teacher. I couldn’t help but grimace seeing a multiplication table here of all places.


  I changed into my knight attire when I arrived at the orphanage. I handed a donation over to the caretakers while requesting they spend a bit more time on math lessons. They needed to learn the importance of account books, after all.


  At this point, word had spread of the kids’ efforts to spruce up the capital, so the sight of them going about the city had ceased to be a cause for concern. Besides, people found it hard to be suspicious of mere children. Most importantly, the children were diligent about keeping a daily log to practice their writing. They had no idea they were contributing to my information network, huh?


  Recently, some areas of town had been cleaned before the children could collect trash, and some adults handed the kids pocket money for their efforts. I considered this a positive development, though it could potentially pose some problems if they got used to this treatment.


  I had left all the Adventurers’ Guild business to Max, but even so, there were so many places I had to visit that it was late afternoon—almost evening—by the time I was done. I lamented the day’s lack of progress in investigating the library, but since I was going to be late anyway, I decided to place an order at a jeweler’s before heading to the castle.


  Neurath, Schünzel, and Lily were hard at work when I entered my office, but they all stood up to greet me. I really wanted to tell them they didn’t have to do that but held back since they had a guest with them. 


  I greeted the man with a curt bow. “My deepest thanks for all your efforts. I intend on visiting Chancellor Falkenstein later, so please extend that request to him.”


  “Understood. Then I shall take my leave.”


  I’d requested that guard dog—or really, just guard—from the chancellor the previous night and felt a bit sorry for meeting him so late today. I had a request to make of Duke Seyfert as well, so I had asked the chancellor to sit in on that meeting, but that was quite unrelated. 


  I took a deep breath and turned toward Neurath and the others. “Good work today. Did anything happen?”


  “A few people came to visit you, but most of them left once they saw one of the chancellor’s knights was here.” 


  “A few said they had presents for Lily, but I told them to course any gifts through Lord Ingo and had them take their leave.”


  “How forward of them,” I remarked.


  Some of them had probably changed their plans once they heard I hadn’t reported for duty today. I could understand why so many more people were trying to get on Lily’s good side now that Wein publicly backed the Hero, especially since some nobles had too much time on their hands—especially, based on my observations, those who were around my age. 


  If you were the third son of a noble house or any further down the line of inheritance, your best bet for the future was to marry some fine noble lady and join her family as a son-in-law. Failing that, you could aim for the position of butler in a noble house and climb the ranks to become a knight. The fact that vanquishing monsters was a path to success in this world was very befitting of an isekai.


  If you chose not to pursue military service, then you could also—to put it bluntly—try to suck up to a noble house or its associates and find employment that way. Most likely, some noble sons had caught wind of my relationship with Lily and hoped to earn her esteem so they could find work with the Zehrfelds. 


  However, nobles during the Middle Ages were busy with politics and military training, so this aspect of Wein high society was oddly modern. It felt like different aspects of different times had just been cobbled together.


  Huh. Cobbled together…


  “Lord Werner? Is something wrong?” Lily asked.


  Hearing my name, I quickly pulled myself back into the moment. “No, it’s nothing. Have you looked into the shellfish matter?”


  “I’ve summarized my findings here.”


  I flipped through the report. All right, I should take this back to the manor. I decided to read it later and focus on the work I could only do here.


  “Thanks. This looks really useful, but I’ll read it over later. It’s getting late, so let’s start with the documents I need to review here.”


  “Right. Here they are, Lord Werner. Um… I’m sorry,” Lily said, bringing me a stack of about a dozen documents. It was plain on her face that there was something else she wanted to say.


  “Hmm? Am I missing something?”


  “Um, you’ll be meeting with the chancellor later, right? But your clothes are creased.”


  “Oh…”


  Probably because I shoved them in a magic bag. I hadn’t completely thought that through. But just as I was thinking I had messed up, Lily extended her hand with a smile.


  “I borrowed a magic iron, so if you could hand me your jacket, I’ll get those creases straightened out quickly. And please allow me to fix your hair and clean your shoes before visiting the chancellor too.”


  Huh, she had prepared all that? Even I hadn’t thought that far ahead.


  And why was there an iron here in the first place? So that it could be lent to workers living in the palace, or so that tablecloths could be ironed after parties. It was a box iron, which in the Middle Ages would have been loaded up with coal, and they functioned the same.


  Noble families above a certain rank would replace their tablecloths every morning and evening and iron out the wrinkles. Using different tablecloths for breakfast and dinner really was indulgent. Ironing and cleaning was a maid’s job, so Lily had likely done that task herself before.


  “Sorry, and thanks.”


  “Of course. In that case, please look these papers over while you wait.”


  I took a seat as I watched Lily dust my jacket with a brush and prepare a heat diffusing pad on another desk. As there was no spray bottle, if she wanted to wet the fabric before ironing, she’d either have to use her mouth, splash water on the fabric with her hands, or use a damp cloth. This was how irons worked during the Middle Ages of Europe as well.


  Lily had opted to use a separate piece of fabric, which was apparently the typical method when ironing a noble or knight’s clothing. Sometimes, steam from a kettle was used as well, but we obviously didn’t have one here.


  I was sure people here didn’t know of Bernoulli’s principle and his straw mister experiment either. I had a feeling that they would sell well in this world, but I wasn’t quite sure exactly how they worked myself. If I had, I might have sold them. What a shame.


  I forced myself to ignore the way Neurath and Schünzel were snickering at me and focused on reading the documents. It looked like my public duties of the day revolved around the issues of wartime government bonds. The matter must have come back to me since it had been my suggestion in the first place. Ugh. For now, I just focused on reading through to the end. 


  Huh. So they were trying to determine whether wartime bonds could be included as part of a woman’s dowry upon marriage. The bonds were only valid until Mazel defeated the Demon Lord, but that meant it was unclear when dividends would be allotted, and it would be bad to set a poor precedent. I couldn’t suggest that the decision be left to the families concerned, either. I decided to endorse the policy that if a family insisted on including it, both parties must submit an official agreement between them.


  Another issue was about wartime bonds being used as donations to the church, while yet another was a proposal that wartime bonds be forcibly allotted based on real estate. It was best I reject that last one. The same had been suggested in my old world, and those who were loath to buy wartime bonds had instead donated their lands to the church en masse, leading to a vast expansion in its influence. As someone under authority of the king, I wanted to avoid that.


  Not that it particularly mattered, but while donations to the church in my old world were motivated by the promise of salvation after death, in this world people made donations to receive priority in healing when injured or struck by illness. It was basically a prepayment for magical care, and the church honored such piety with the corresponding benefits. 


  But what about the former proposal? I guess it would be safe to have the church accept the donations and compensate them some other way for the delay in release of funds, like giving priority to their requests. Pretty sure I’d come across something I could use as reference for that. From what I’d read, it seemed like I needed to offer my opinion on both these matters.


  “I’m done,” Lily said just then. “I’ll place it here for now.”


  “Thanks. Could you grab me the book with the green spine on the shelf to the right?”


  “Of course!”


  I had a lot of painstaking issues to solve. And with all the other things competing for my time, I wanted to get through them quickly.


  Still, I realized something strange after taking three steps back. I had an experiment to conduct, but the matter with Clara had to come first. Regardless, I needed to hurry and finish the work at hand.


   


  ***


   


  My first order of business was figuring out how to scrape together funds while simultaneously adjusting expenditures in respect to livelihood. Experience from my past life wouldn’t help with that, but when it came to post-war taxes, I could take inspiration from the Hundred Years’ War between France and England. The tax collection methods under the family registrar system and financial system from the era after it wouldn’t be of much help given the Medieval European nature of this world.


  It bears reiterating that our conflict with the Demon army wasn’t a war waged against humans. Victory wouldn’t win us land or reparations. Instead, we’d gain monster materials, but that still didn’t mean an increase in gold and silver coins. That could lead to inflation.


  For one, the return of the Demon Lord had led to more monsters crawling the earth, which had slowed supply chains, including those used for provisions. That obviously meant prices had increased, while the salary afforded to knights and soldiers had remained stagnant, which meant, in effect, a decrease in real wages. This was a common side effect of war in my old world as well.


  But as it was monsters we were fighting, we didn’t have to worry about soldiers defecting over low pay. Still, the seeds of that dissatisfaction could sprout a decade or two down the line. Ultimately, the government wanted the citizens to view this country as one safe to raise children in, since a decrease in children would mean a direct decrease in productive power and, thus, national power.


  But deliberately decreasing the value of the currency was a terrible idea. Gold and silver were valuable because they were limited, but that also meant that their value could change suddenly in a moment of upheaval. As a result, high-quality gold and silver would outflow overseas, while only less valuable currency would stay behind. Eventually, bad money would completely eradicate good money, as stated by Gresham’s law. Money in this world was of unified weight, so that scenario had never played out before, and no one worried that it would. But that was exactly why I needed to stress the point so much.


  While direct and indirect taxes must be a constant in every world, the existence of a magical tool ownership tax seemed especially representative of the workings of this one. It almost sounded like a joke, but you had to pay a tax to own magic bags, weapons, and armor. Basically, nobles and high-ranking adventurers who owned these things had a lot of funds at their disposal. In fact, the adventurer ranking system had taken this into consideration, so that when your rank as an adventurer increased, so did your annual membership fee to the Adventurers’ Guild. Basically, they were saying, “That’s a nice weapon you’ve got there, so pay up!” How yakuza of them.


  The reason guild membership fees and magical tool ownership taxes were collected separately was because each tool was valued differently and taxes had to be calculated case by case. It’d be ridiculous if you had to pay the same fee to own a sword that doesn’t rust as you would for a magical staff with even low-level offensive magic. This also served as a means of ferreting out any magical tools that were not under the kingdom’s jurisdiction. You had to report ownership of a magical tool, and failing to do so was a serious crime. Obviously, a lot of outlaws got incarcerated, but many adventurers were also jailed for the crime of owning an illegal magical tool.


  But anyway, the first tax implemented as a way to cover war expenditures had been the stamp duties imposed by Dutch authorities during the Eighty Years’ War. They had been devised specifically to fund the war and had been such a useful form of indirect taxation that the practice had survived until the twenty-first century, though taking those duties too far meant risking a revolutionary war, such as the one that had founded America. Still, you couldn’t write them off as entirely bad.


  A similar method involved levying higher consumption taxes on luxury items, known as luxury taxes. Both the French and the British implemented them during the Hundred Years’ War. Unlike poll taxes, they were an important source of revenue, so it was worth considering implementing them in this world too. This world’s nobles had irrepressible egos, and as long as the rise in prices was reasonable, they’d probably take the opportunity to demonstrate they had enough wealth to buy these luxury items even with the increase in taxes. 


  Still, without a full picture of our current national politics, it was impossible for me to give advice on where and to what extent such taxes should be implemented. As such, I simply proposed increasing our tax revenue and provided a few examples of where we might be able to impose new taxes or increase existing ones. It was probably best I did some research to make sure I could answer any questions they might have later too.


  “I know it’s necessary for fighting the Demon army, but it’s still scary proposing to increase taxes.”


  “The people will be dissatisfied even if they understand their necessity, but they would be even more incensed if they didn’t,” said Schünzel, giving a more serious answer than my idle mutterings deserved. But he was right. Our saving grace was the fact that our foe was the Demon army, and failure to fund the war meant certain death. Unlike in a war between nations, there was no room for compromise. As long as these new taxes were an exceptional measure that wasn’t here to stay, they would likely be willing to put up with them.


  Still, with a stagnant economy and the pervading feeling of hopelessness that came with fighting the Demon army, it was hard to see beyond the taxes’ downsides. My head was starting to hurt. Do your best out there, Mazel, and finish this before the people reach their tipping point. 


   


  ***


   


  One possible compromise was to lower taxes in other forms, such as compulsory labor. During the Middle Ages of my old world, nations from both the East and West—including Japan—required citizens to supply their labor to their liege, and that was naturally true in this world as well.


  In some domains, this added up to a total of two months of unpaid labor, which was a heavy burden on their citizens. Why not assign the work to soldiers on standby, instead? The idea was similar to the tondenhei used to colonize Hokkaido, but there was no reason to let soldiers just sit around in lands that weren’t under threat from the Demon army.


  But to have soldiers be engaged in such work to protect the people, there needed to be something in it for them as well. The only reward I could think of was offering additional time off as a reward. This wasn’t a company, but long live ensuring a proper work-life balance for your workers!


  However, this compulsory labor could be essential in forming connections in some domains. Since young men and women from different villages would be sent off to work in the same place, they served as venues to meet new people—a giant blind date. I had to keep that in mind.


  The lord of a domain would demand different labor from men and women. The former were asked to do physical labor, while the women cooked and cleaned. Thus, both men and women were typically summoned to render services as a form of taxation, and in turn, men and women from a variety of villages would end up working together at the same place.


  During the Middle Ages, relationships between villages were usually formed and maintained by the men and women who had become acquaintances during these stints in service to their liege. In order to ensure new blood flowed in and kept villages from being saturated with people related to each other, the people needed opportunities to meet and mingle.


  The local lords were well aware of this, and on the last day of each work period, they’d provide the laborers with as much liquor as they could drink. Apparently, this liquid courage sometimes led to a man and a woman sharing a bed, but that was only natural given their young age.


  The same held true in this world. Since villagers couldn’t lose this opportunity to make connections, we needed to ensure the right balance for each region. In those that had been ravaged by Demonic Beings, we also couldn’t overlook compensating the laborers for their efforts either.


  The kingdom was huge, which made it hard to develop a format that would work well everywhere. For now, it was probably best I just write a report proposing the idea and describe how it was being implemented in the Zehrfeld domain for reference.


  I also went over a document discussing how to deal with the strain that monster materials imposed on our storehouses. The number of monsters had skyrocketed after the Demon Lord’s return, leading to problems in storing materials and dealing with their plummeting prices. We needed to deal with the matter, and Lily had given me a hint as to how we could do so just the other day.


  Since monster talons and fangs could rip through metal, we could probably utilize them in tools and farming equipment. I had thought they’d only be useful as weapons, which I guess made me a muscle-brain too. I regretted neglecting my knowledge of this world for so long.


  To give an extreme example, if you slammed a metal weapon against a hard rock, the metal would bend, but a monster claw would break right through it. Of course we needed to make proper use of such materials. Though really, it was quite strange that they behaved that way. Was it because of magic? 


  No matter the material, the existence of a new, effective, and convenient item on the market would encourage the flow of money in a multitude of ways. That made for a fine next goal.


  Once I had written that down as a reminder, I heard a knock at the door. I bade the person enter and…ugh. What was with that huge stack of papers?


  “U-um, I’ll go steep some tea,” said Lily after catching sight of the look of overwhelming despair on my face. Thanks for being so kind, Lily.


  Apparently, my reputation for being both literate and quick with numbers meant that all the harder paperwork tended to make its way to me. But my mental math was at a high school level! Maybe I needed to invent and popularize the abacus, though I only remembered ever using one back in elementary school.


  But flights of fantasy weren’t going to make a dent in all this paper. I took a sip of tea and picked up my pen. You’ve really gone and done it this time, huh?


   


  ***


   


  I finished up my public duties and submitted my work along with a written opinion to Chancellor Falkenstein. I also reported to and conferred with Duke Seyfert, who was there just like I had planned.


  There was something that caught my attention on the list Feli had submitted of the locations and headquarters of famous ­adventurers and mercenary squads, so that became the center of our discussion.


  “So mercenaries and adventurers have headed en masse to Marquess Cortolezis’s domain, yes? That much is quite typical now that the Demon army has grown so active,” commented Duke Seyfert.


  “The problem is that some from the church have accompanied them as well,” I said. “I believe there’s a possibility that the missing oracle priestess is with them.”


  There was also the question of where they had sourced the funds to hire so many adventurers, but the greater mystery was why this reportedly missing person had need to visit the Cortolezis domain.


  “Hmm… Then you mean to suggest that House Cortolezis is involved in the incident?”


  “We don’t yet have the information needed to conclude as much.”


  Of course, one possibility was that House Cortolezis was secretly keeping this person captive. The incident that had led to her disappearance had also opened up a position for Grand Priest within the church, so it wouldn’t be surprising if their aim was to appoint someone from their faction to that seat. 


  On the other hand, if—for example—their group was attacked by Demons and this woman capable of receiving oracles was replaced by a Demon, then it was also possible that Marquess Cortolezis had been provoked. If the Demons spread a fake oracle that a king would be crowned who bore Cortolezis blood, some would certainly take it as truth.


  All told, we currently lacked information. And with the church keeping quiet about this missing person case, we couldn’t avoid a bias in the information we did have.


  “But something else stands out when factoring in this information,” I said, handing over the report on Pückler’s movements and whereabouts, which I had others put together during my appointment to Anheim. He had made multiple visits to the church, and while that wouldn’t be strange for human Pückler, it was highly likely that by then, he had already been replaced by Gezarius. It was too suspicious.


  There was something else that bothered me too: the fact that there were no chapels in the noble manors or the castle, which I had noticed in Anheim. Did they just lack faith, or was there a reason that even royals and nobles had to journey to a temple in order to offer dutiful prayer before the effigies of God? This was still a mere suspicion, so I didn’t think there was any need to bring it up now. Still, I decided to make mental note of it.


  “This is interesting. I shall have the government investigate the matter as well.”


  “Thank you. There was actually something that happened the other day as well…” As the chancellor seemed to agree with me on the relation between this oracle priestess and Pückler, I went on to explain the incident with Clara and what I planned to do about it. 


  My plan was approved and I was given permission to investigate, but not without a hearty laugh for Duke Seyfert. “You sure are busy,” he said. 


  I wished I could just take it easy myself!


  “Work tends to accrue to those who have the ability to see it done,” the chancellor said. “However, I have hopes that you can distribute your efforts as need demands, Lord Werner.”


  “…I shall do my absolute best.”


  Even the chancellor was telling me that, but I was pretty sure I still looked like a high schooler. How could you possibly expect me to have that skill?


   


  ***


   


  I exited the castle, observed my surroundings to make sure it was safe to depart, and then returned to my manor. There, I had a short meeting with Norbert. Apparently Gauter of the guard corps had come to question Clara, but he wasn’t able to extract much useful information. Well, of course he wasn’t.


  “It seems there was no report from the minister in charge of managing refugees.”


  “Got it.”


  In other words, the corpse had not been a Triot refugee in the system. They may have just picked up a vagrant from somewhere else in the capital.


  Just as in Medieval Europe, mendicants and vagrants—or to put it crudely, beggars—were the lowest class of society, but they also played an important role in supporting societal activities. Not through politics, but through religion.


  In Christianity, volunteer efforts to help others were considered to be consistent with God’s will, so granting succor to the indigent who were forced to rely on others for survival was considered an expression of faith. This was also the reason churches often offered lodging with free meals. 


  This world was similar, and those who had room to give would help the poor in order to reaffirm their faith. Vagrants were a class of society, and like any other, their existence served a purpose. The fact this world was so medievalesque even in this sense sure did make things hard for me.


  “Did Sir Gauter mention anything?”


  “That it’s possible there will be delays in confirming the matter, so we should sit tight for now.”


  True. He sure was prudent. That was the right call.


  “Clara is resting inside.”


  “Treat her as our guest for another day or two.”


  “Understood.”


  The way I phrased it was quite the euphemism, but she was, in effect, under house arrest. That gave me time to prepare what I needed to.


  Once those in charge of managing the refugees reported that no such father and daughter were within the system, it would be clear that her story was a complete fabrication. She must have been panicking. After spending a few days powerless, she’d jump at the first chance we gave her.


  Next, Max came to see me, so we discussed the state of the investigation. He seemed oddly motivated as he told me, “It’s been a while since I was so excited to put my skills to use.”


  “Though it’s best for us if you don’t have to,” I said with a shrug. The ideal scenario was that the guard corps could handle ­everything themselves. Though by deliberately welcoming a spy into a count’s house, I had made this a family affair. I’d also secured advance permission to mobilize our knight brigade if anything happened. That meant we could respond if any issues were to arise.


  If this mystery perpetrator was an eminent noble, it was possible information could be leaked from within the guard corps. I was having the guard corps take action, but I’d ultimately mobilize the Zehrfeld knights as well.


  “Now that you have military exploits to call your own, Lord Werner, we of the knight brigade must live up to that honor.”


  “Right, I got that. But keep your voice down.”


  I could understand that he regretted not being able to aid me in Anheim, but it seemed more like he was just disappointed that he didn’t get to fight. Though I could get how he felt considering our family’s knight brigade was often dismissed just because it was that of a civil official.


  Someone knocked on my door and I bade them enter. It was Lily, and she had tea with her. Max’s expression suddenly turned serious. “My apologies for the trouble, milady.”


  “Please don’t worry about it, Commander.”


  “You are too kind.”


  Max had been treating Lily as a noble lady as of late. I thought calling her “milady” was a bit weird, but when I brought it up with him, he just puffed out his chest and said, “I’m being considerate to you by not calling her the ‘young madam.’” He ended up having to take a knee in apology.


  At first, Lily had tried to resist, asking that he at least call her by name, but it seemed like she had already given up on that by now. Orgen and Barkey called her “Lady Harting,” and didn’t seem to have any intentions of stopping Max. In fact, they seemed to be enjoying it. Though maybe that was just my imagination. 


  Neurath and Schünzel usually just called her “Lily,” but when Max was present, they switched to “Lady Harting.” Apparently that was the minimum courtesy one had to show to avoid making Max angry. Please do something about this, Father. I beg you.


  “Please continue with your preparations, Max.”


  “Leave it to me.”


  After explaining the steps of my plan and the necessary preparations, I saw Max off, then locked eyes with Lily. We both sighed. This matter really was a headache in every sense of the word.


  “He’ll still be able to do his work, right?”


  “I’m sure you can count on him.” You’re not completely hiding that grimace, Lily, though I get how you feel.


  “By the way, can you ask Ari to make some more of that paper?”


  “I think he’ll be able to, as long as he has enough time. He still has some materials left.”


  [image: ]


  Nice. Even though it was impossible to mass produce this paper, I wanted to have a bit more stock on hand.


  “Sorry, then could I have him make some more? Just in case anything happens.”


  “In case what happens?” she asked, tilting her head.


  I smiled at her. “At the moment, only the Zehrfelds have access to that paper. So Lily, if you ever receive sudden orders from me to travel somewhere, know that they’re false, unless they’re certified with this paper. Remember that I’ll always include one.”


  “Oh… R-right.”


  “You take some too and use it for our communications.”


  “Understood.”


  Having Lily include a drawing would be a more foolproof method of ensuring the letter’s authenticity, but that would take too much time. Recreating this paper was nearly impossible at the moment, so that alone was enough.


  More than anything, I had to create a plan that ensured Lily wouldn’t have to travel anywhere. But while I could maybe plan around that now, there was no way of knowing what might happen when the Demon army laid siege to the capital. Naturally, I still couldn’t predict their movements, and worrying about that would have to wait, anyway.


  “Regarding our immediate future,” I said.


  “Yes?”


  “We’ll be investigating the library tomorrow and the day after, but I’ll be attending to public duties the following day. I want you to study at the manor and keep an eye on Clara.”


  “Understood. Should I go speak to her myself?”


  “No, there’s no need for that. But if she comes to talk to you, play along. And just to be safe, don’t eat anything she gives you. Take this.” I handed her the antidote. I didn’t think Clara had any more poison on her, but it was best to play it safe. I needed to have a few discussions of my own too.


  For now, I supposed I’d cage Clara up like a bird. 


   


  ***


   


  “My apologies and thank you.”


  “No, I’m just glad you are safe, Lord Fürst.”


  It had taken about half a day for the Fürst battalion to all but conquer the Teutenberg fiefdom’s capital of Derschen, and it wasn’t until deep in the night that Hermine—alongside Lepsius—got the chance to hear the details of the situation from Bastian.


  Hermine had spent the day busy with preparations. She led her soldiers in arresting anyone connected with House Teutenberg, confining them in one place in what amounted to house arrest. She froze all but the most essential operations of the city’s gover-nance, reviewed various reports from her troops, dispatched adventurers to investigate the situation, and saw to several other things besides.


  While the majority of citizens were ignorant as to what had transpired, the fact that the convoy were messengers sent by the king kept them docile. Hermine and Lepsius were lucky that the tumult had been kept to a minimum.


  “May I ask for the details?” Lepsius said.


  “Of course.” Bastian nodded and then launched into an explanation.


  After Count Teutenberg and his sons perished in the battle to defend Finoy, his domain descended into chaos, and it had fallen to the forces of House Fürst to eradicate the Demons. Meanwhile, Bastian also toiled to reinstate public order in Derschen, earning praise and thanks from the city’s people.


  Bastian bore no ill will for the Teutenbergs, nor any intention of usurping their influence, though he worried for Count Teutenberg’s grandson, Danilo, and as a relative, truly wished to lend him a helping hand. However, things had soured between Bastian and his eldest daughter, Judith, who was also daughter-in-law to the Teutenbergs. This led Danilo’s grandmother, the wife of Count Teutenberg, to suspect Bastian’s motives. 


  “Once I uncovered a certain group hiding here in Derschen, my health took a turn for the worse.”


  “Are you all right?” asked Hermine, unable to keep her mouth shut. 


  Bastian assured her he was fine. His assumption was that once he fell ill, the doctor had perhaps prescribed him poison, or had it mixed into the food he was served in his hospital room. There was also a chance it was poison that had left him ill in the first place.


  Lepsius spoke. “This is mere conjecture, but I think they planned to exploit your presence here in Derschen, Lord Fürst.”


  “Exploit?” asked Bastian, his eyes sharp.


  Lepsius nodded. “His Majesty is currently wary of House Cortolezis,” he began, then went on to explain how the Cortolezises had interfered with noble families whose domains and governments were left in chaos after the Demon Stampede near the capital, the battle to defend Finoy, or other such disruptions. He also explained how the crown had confirmed multiple instances of illicit dealings undertaken by House Cortolezis, including the smuggling of drugs, and collusion with foreign powers.


  “Indeed. It would be difficult for the marquess to plan so much himself,” said Mine, nodding in agreement with Lepsius’s suggestion. The Kingdom of Wein had vast, fertile lands. Neighboring nations would naturally wish for their power to wane, and it was quite common for foreign spies to act on such plots. However, carrying out such schemes required funds, far more than House Cortolezis alone could realistically supply. 


  Lepsius nodded as well. “We cannot watch over all their dealings. If we rate our vigilance over the merchant convoy from the Cortolezis domain to the capital a perfect ten, then with the one traveling from the Teutenberg domain, we score only a six or seven.” 


  Lepsius explained that recently, the illicit drugs circulating the capital were not just sourced from the Cortolezis domain, but other fiefdoms. Additionally, the presence of Count Fürst in Derschen likely meant he was keeping watch on illegal activity, causing those in the capital to grow lax. Those carrying out these dealings had used the crown’s trust in Count Fürst to their advantage.


  Bastian nodded, his expression grim. “I see.”


  On the other hand, leaked news of Bastian’s death would spur the kingdom to investigate. Keeping him sick or holding him hostage was more advantageous to them. 


  Mine interjected. “Our knights say they sent a letter to the capital to alert us of your collapse, Father.”


  “The Teutenberg butler who was entrusted with the letter never sent it, though the butler himself argues that he had no choice but to follow Lady Teutenberg’s orders,” answered Lepsius. Failure to confirm the letter’s dispatch was, of course, a failure on the knights’ part, but it was also true that knights of the martial faction were too used to simply following orders. Perhaps it was harsh to expect addled knights who had just witnessed their lord beset with a ­“sudden illness” to have the composure to do so much.


  “Perhaps your presence in the Teutenberg domain was just a coincidence, but someone somewhere certainly used it to his advantage.” Lepsius paused for a moment, then added, “Though we’d have to question Lady Teutenberg and the butler to figure out who that someone was.” If she had poisoned a noble as lofty as a count, then it was very likely that Lady Teutenberg would be sentenced to confinement in the capital.


  After Lepsius explained all that, his expression brightened. “But your daughter is truly marvelous.”


  “You mean Mine?” asked Bastian. He seemed quite dubious of it, and Mine, the subject of their exchange, began to panic.


  Lepsius responded with honest praise. “She purposefully chose not to travel the shortest route between Derschen and the capital, ­instead carrying out a day-and-night march to Derschen as soon as we had entered the Teutenberg domain so we could close in on the city with haste. Even had there been guards positioned along the highway, they wouldn’t have been able to report on our advance in time. She did a splendid job of catching the Teutenbergs off guard.”


  “N-no, I didn’t do anything so…” 


  The entire plan had been Werner’s, who was worried that the Demon army was plotting something. But as Werner himself had advised her to keep that quiet, there was nothing Mine could say. 


  Sensing some reason behind his daughter’s silence, Bastian changed the subject. “My deepest thanks for your praise of my daughter. However, if House Cortolezis is plotting something, then I doubt what happened here in Derschen will be the end of it.”


  “I believe so myself. That’s why—”


  There was a knock on the door of the room they were using as a temporary infirmary. The man who entered was a civil official serving under Lepsius. He whispered something in his superior’s ear, causing him to frown. Then, Lepsius turned back to the Fürsts. “I just received some unsavory news.”


  “What is it?” It was Mine who asked, but Lepsius paid no mind.


  “It would be incorrect to say we fully understand the circumstances, but the storehouses here in Derschen are near empty.”


  “Of weapons? Provisions?” asked Bastian.


  “Both,” responded Lepsius, unable to hide his grim expression.


  Given the number of monsters that roamed the lands of this world, even towns far from national borders typically had plenty of weapons and provisions stockpiled in case the town came under siege. However, large amounts of weapons and supplies had been sold to other noble families while Bastian was confined to bed. Their shortage of arrows was particularly dire, and the news that only a few hundred remained caused both Bastian and Mine’s brows to furrow.


  “Apparently, Lady Teutenberg allowed their sale in order to help raise the funds necessary to reestablish House Teutenberg.”


  “She must not have been told the truth of their current stock.”


  “That’s likely indeed.”


  It took everything Mine had to feign composure as she listened to the conversation playing out between Lepsius and Bastian. If Werner had predicted correctly, there was a chance the Demon army would attack. Even if they didn’t, their lack of weapons and provisions was bad news.


  “But where did they even sell so many supplies?” asked Bastian.


  Lepsius scowled. “Upon our arrival here, we saw someone dressed in the armor of another noble house. He must have been serving as a guard to merchants. He told me that he had been making frequent visits to the Teutenberg domain to purchase supplies…and he named himself as a knight of House Jhering.”


   


  ***


   


  Lepsius rushed out of Bastian’s room-turned-infirmary to check on the remaining supplies. Mine saw him off with a sigh and turned back to her father. “If I’m remembering correctly, Count Jhering and Count Gahmlich are relatives, yes?”


  “They are. But why ask?”


  A shadow of doubt passed over Mine’s face, but after a moment’s thought, she decided hiding things would only lead to problems in the long run. Thus, she briefly explained what had happened to House Gahmlich in the capital, and how she and Count Schanderl had responded.


  “I had no idea,” Bastian said.


  “I thought Tyrone had sent word to you.”


  “It was likely intercepted by the butler as well. Did anything else transpire?”


  “No,” she replied, shaking her head. She then explained in further detail what had happened since Bastian left the capital. She told him how regions all throughout the kingdom had been attacked before the clash at Anheim—as if to divert Wein’s attention—and of Werner’s exploits in that battle. She noted how he’d warned her, before she left for the Teutenberg domain, that the Demon army might attack Derschen for the same reason; that after she discussed this with Count Schanderl, it took less than a day for the crown prince to catch wind of it and assign Lepsius to accompany her. She recounted how the capital had witnessed its first trial by duel in decades. And, lastly, she informed her father that she had received a marriage proposal from House Cortolezis.


  It was perhaps only natural that the scowl on Bastian’s face deepened with each piece of news she shared. “I see. I was completely unaware.”


  “I also was advised by Viscount Zehrfeld not to disclose that it was his idea to march on Derschen, as our troops’ faith in their leader could be a deciding factor in emergencies.”


  Bastian nodded. Currently, the troops in Derschen consisted of the Teutenbergs’ forces, knights and foot soldiers from Houses Fürst and Gahmlich, the few allies appointed to Mine by Count Schanderl, Lepsius’s forces, and a few mercenaries Bastian had employed before falling ill. They made for a motley army, and unifying them under a single banner would be difficult.


  Rather than raise an iron fist to keep the disparate groups in line, it would be more effective to foster common faith in a single leader, whom they could trust above all else. Even a figurehead could serve that purpose.


  “Your efforts to quell the criminals within the Teutenberg domain have earned you favor among the knights, yes?” Bastian asked.


  “While I can’t reveal this was the result of the viscount’s advice, I plan to one day return the favor.” Bastian scowled at her reply, though Mine couldn’t understand why. She went on to discuss the advice Werner had given her as well as the details of the plan they’d worked out.


  However, Bastian contended, their scheme had been devised in the capital, and they had to consider not just the viscount’s insights, but also the situation on the ground. Thus, he suggested some alterations to the plan, which Mine agreed to.


  “In that case,” she said, “I shall prepare for the worst, Father.”


  They now had more preparations to make and more investigations to carry out, so after bidding her father to rest and attend to his health, Mine made a brisk exit. That’s when Bastian took out stationery to write a letter.


  It seemed that while Bastian had been dealing with the Teutenbergs’ problems as their kinsman, on behalf of their heir, Danilo, other parties had been interfering in the Fürst domain. He had to report on the situation to the capital and warn those in his own domain to stay vigilant. This was no time to rest.


  “I see Tyrone and Mine still don’t have the eyes to see such details,” he muttered, and with a wan, bitter grin, moved to his desk to do what he, as a noble, was duty bound to do. 


   


  ***


   


  Just as I had planned, we were able to spend two days investigating the underground library. Of all the things we read in that time, what most intrigued me was the capital’s water and sewage system.


  Lily found block plans detailing the layout of water systems, sewers, and wells, so we decided to take a look at them out of curiosity. But while the plans were surprisingly thorough and seemed to suggest the sewers formed some sort of pattern, they didn’t explain where the water was sourced from, nor where the contaminated water flowed after entering the storage tank.


  As these were diagrams of the city, there wasn’t much need to show what lay beyond the walls. But what would happen if a problem arose somewhere outside? The sewage system must have had some pretty effective anti-monster defenses, considering no problems had ever arisen, but that didn’t guarantee there were no threats to be wary of underground. 


  We would probably need to take a deeper look into the matter, but since I honestly didn’t have the time, I decided to talk with Duke Seyfert about leaving it all to Gebhart, the Director of Waterworks. My apologies in advance to whoever gets saddled with all this in the end.


  But, huh. There wasn’t just Lady Juliane’s burial chamber, but the barrier protecting the city and the water systems. All these facilities seemed too advanced for their time, which could mean that the capital had been built atop the ruins of the ancient kingdom. Unexpectedly, that provided a possible motive for the Demon Lord’s attack. 


  But putting aside my suspicions, the most pressing matter at hand was to use the findings from the shellfish research to convince the duke to approve a little experiment of mine. Sure enough, once I had explained my reasoning, he okayed it immediately.


  The chancellor ordered me to attend to my public duties the following day, and it was really difficult not having a secretary to help me. Well, I guess I was practically the secretary to those who worked this job full-time. My task for the day had to do with positioning personnel around the castle, which meant I had to cross-check information from a lot of different sources. It was tough work.


  Around a thousand people lived in this huge castle—and that was only counting those who were allotted rooms. It was said that during the heyday of Versailles, over three thousand people lived in the palace, but even a thousand was quite large given the medieval nature of this world.


  Of course, there were bachelor guardsmen, or live-in cooks who specialized in preparing dinner, or bottom-of-the-ladder servants who lived four in a single room. That made for quite the crowd already, but then there were the reserve servants to consider too.


  Those who had no hope of becoming their families’ heir—for example, the sixth daughter of a low-ranking noble—were always on the lookout for openings to serve within the castle, and their ranks were over a thousand strong. Some had to go as far back as their great-grandfathers to find even some sort of connection with the royal family. 


  But becoming a servant in the palace ensured your livelihood, and since knights and civil servants worked there, it was a top-tier job in the eyes of society. 


  Plus, men and women alike could turn their lives around instantly if a noble took notice of them and picked them to be a direct vassal or spouse. Anyone, from an imperial guard to a hallway maid, might catch the eye of a passing royal. As prosaic as it may sound, the reason the maids in the palace always kept themselves so well-kempt was because they were banking on that one-in-a-million chance.


  That’s also why servants competed so fiercely with each other for posts in the palace, often going as far as sabotaging their rivals. Living within the palace instead of commuting meant more visi-bility, and there were no accompanying discomforts either. While work could be tough, you always had a good meal waiting for you, which meant it was also easier to stay healthy.


  As a result, palace gossip was vicious. If word started to spread that someone was about to marry and retire, there was always a deluge of hopefuls ready to take their place even if those rumors were baseless to begin with.


  If the rumors were true, however, then the source of the lead would become an issue. Sometimes, a person would spread such information as a sort of espionage balloon, and those who were convinced it was true would start to clamor to claim the post as their own. Well, that always descended into pandemonium even without the lies and rumors. How was it that such everyday undertakings were always so chaotic?


  Someone claiming that one of their peers had missed a ceremony they were supposed to attend could also start a lot of trouble. If someone failed to report for their duties in a ceremony attended by the king, they could even be punished by their boss. There wasn’t a single job in the castle with any leeway for playing hooky or turning up late, so workers there had to have both skills and ambition.


  This was especially true since a lot of personnel got their jobs through endorsements from noble houses. There was once a case where a certain carefree noble got a maid drunk and took her home, only to find out she had been recommended for her job by a marquess family. It was chaos. Go figure, some of those endorsed to such positions were sired out of wedlock, unknown even to the wives of their noble fathers. 


  Basically, my job for the day was in an HR department that managed a thousand employees, for whom connections were every-thing. On top of that, all the documents were written by hand. That meant I had to check everything for mistakes, and even just doing that was enough to tire out my brain cells.


  Though there were some interesting connections to be found among the bunch. Some servants recommended by House Cortolezis were still in the palace. I wasn’t sure if anybody had noticed they were still roaming free, so I made a list of them to submit to the chancellor just in case.


   


  ***


   


  After leaving work, I made a quick stop before heading home to the manor. Upon arriving, I handed Lily my coat with a sigh. I didn’t think twice about it, since it was just me finally letting loose after a day’s work, but she seemed concerned. 


  “Um, Lord Werner? I decorated your office with red flowers. Is that okay?”


  “Thanks. Oh, that’s right. Prepare a blue handkerchief for tomorrow.”


  Clara could always be listening, so we had decided in advance to talk in ciphers. Apparently I had guessed correctly, and Clara had ­offered to help Lily. “Prepare a handkerchief” meant I would be staying in my study until late into the night. Clara would likely be the one to bring me my after-supper tea.


  Not that it really mattered, but from time to time, Lily would put fresh flowers in the vase in my office. They were expensive, but I was sure she had my mother’s permission. 


  For some reason, the flowers of this world didn’t evoke a particular season, unlike those in my old world. Even poinsettia-like flowers would bloom in the summer. But then again, this was a fantasy world. Or maybe it had more to do with the way flowers bloomed year-round in games.


  But since crops still withered here, it must have been due to some other difference between this world and the one I had come from. Maybe once genetic research progressed far enough, we’d discover that the flowers blooming in summer and winter were different species that just happened to look exactly the same.


  Anyway, once I had dinner and returned to my study to meet with Frenssen regarding production in our domain, Clara arrived, bearing tea and dressed as a maid-in-training. I observed her from the corner of my eye, noting from the lightness of her steps and the grace of her movements that she was no novice to this—just as I had expected.


  When I greeted her, she explained she had simply brought some tea Lily had brewed. Huh, so she was trying to emphasize that Lily had made this. When she offered to draw the curtains, I had planned on telling her it wasn’t necessary, but as she didn’t really seem to be paying attention, I kept quiet. All right. So far, so good.


  Clara’s next movements were ones she must have been taught earlier in the day. First, she placed the tray on a small table near the entrance and presented the tea first to Frenssen, so he could taste for poison. After Frenssen had drunk from his cup and nodded, she prepared mine.


  The table she used was positioned so I could only see her back from where I was sitting, but her actions were reflected in the window from Frenssen’s viewpoint. As Clara used her body to conceal the cup, she couldn’t see me either.


  Just to be safe, I used this opportunity to drink the antidote. Unlike how it was in the game, antidotes were still effective if taken in advance as long as not too much time had passed. It occurred to me that this was more in line with how things worked in the real world. 


  When I glanced at Frenssen, he nodded, picked up a book with a red spine, stood up, and placed it on the back shelf. That was the signal. Apparently, she had put something in my tea, just as I had been expecting.


  “I-I’m sorry to keep you waiting.”


  “You don’t have to be so nervous.”


  Given the way her hands were shaking, there was no way she was a pro assassin. And the smile she flashed me, more grimace than grin, didn’t seem to be an act, but a genuine show of nerves. She must have been worried I might doubt that the cup was safe, but I couldn’t have her spilling my tea either.


  One sip was enough to recognize something was wrong, but I did my best to down the whole cup. I tried to keep a poker face, but I failed. I had to admit, I let a scowl creep onto my lips.


  “Sorry, Clara, but could you call for Norbert, the butler?”


  “S-sure!” After seeing my expression, she practically bolted from the room. I had really been trying to keep my composure, but I finally couldn’t help but cough. Ugh. That was rough.


  I grumbled to Frenssen. “Sugar’s one thing, but I never want to drink a cup of tea full of salt ever again.”


  “I’m sure you don’t,” he said, handing me his cup with an under-standing grimace. I happily took it. Yup, this was exactly what I needed.


  Typically, someone in her position would have been told that the poison would be flavorless, so it would have registered as odd if the tea had tasted different. Since I knew that, I tried to put up with the salty tea without letting it show on my face, but it was absolutely disgusting. I guess I just had to suffer a little punishment game.


  I wouldn’t be lying if I said I regretted not saving the antidote for afterward, as a palette cleanser. I took another sip of Frenssen’s tea and couldn’t keep from heaving a sigh of relief at its utterly normal taste. 


  “Perhaps we should have used flour instead?”


  “I was just thinking the same thing.”


  Replacing the poison with salt had proven a failure. I secretly resolved to follow Frenssen’s advice if I ever had to do this again, even as I gave my next orders. “Well then, proceed with the rest of the plan just as I said.”


  “Understood.”


  Tell them, “Lord Werner has suddenly fallen ill.”


   


  ***


   


  When Werner’s butler announced that the Zehrfeld heir had suddenly collapsed, Ingo ordered that this news not leave the manor, and that the public be made to believe that all was well with House Zehrfeld. 


  But considering carriages had been summoned to the front gate and that messengers had been sent out in droves to the church and the palace, it was clear to anybody surveilling the house that they were in a state of panic.


  Among this clandestine clamor and tumult, Clara slipped out of the back gate. She glanced around to make sure she was alone before fearfully stepping into the nighttime streets of the capital.


  Criminals roamed the night even in the capital, and the place Clara was headed was clearly an unruly part of town. Any young woman in her prime would be nervous walking such streets alone.


  Clara checked behind her countless times. Once, she saw a pair who looked like adventurers throw something onto the streets. After that, all she saw were beggars in tattered rags, their lanterns aloft as they looked for would-be clients in need of a lamp to light their way.


  In this world, such beggars could be divided into two groups: those who carried candle lamps, and those who had managed to acquire magic lamps. Those with magic lamps were more expensive, but also more reliable, as those with candle lamps could simply be muggers in disguise. Still, people walking the streets at night couldn’t get anywhere without a lantern, even in the capital. Streetlights were still a pipe dream in this world.


  Clara wandered the benighted capital on the verge of tears as she prayed for good luck. When she reached her destination, she knocked on the building’s door. Someone answered from inside, and the door swung open. Clara bolted inside.


  The building was an ash storehouse, where ash from household stoves and noble manor hearths was collected before being repurposed. It was built from stucco to protect against any remaining embers in the ashes and was much more soundproof than the average storehouse.


  Collecting ash was an important job in the city, but since it was hard labor with detrimental health effects, such facilities would often be abandoned once the owner suffered an untimely death and had no one to take over. The collected ashes would be sold within the city as detergent or be used as fertilizer in the farmlands outside the city. However, with soap made from monster materials now circulating the market, ashes didn’t sell as well as they used to.


  “That took some time,” came a voice as Clara entered.


  “You’ve done your job right, yeah?” another chimed in.


  “O-of course! They said they’d bring the viscount to the church immediately!” answered Clara, terrified of the glares from all the men inside the building. Still, she managed to croak out her words. “U-um, my mother and younger brother are fine, right?!”


  “Don’t worry. You’ll be seeing them later,” said one of the men. He glanced at the others and they chuckled among themselves.


  However, one among them ignored the others and instead directed a question at Clara. “Just you? So you weren’t able to drag that commoner maid away.”


  “Huh, you’re right.”


  “W-well…” Clara explained the situation, all the while withering under their glares. She told them how Lily was brought deep inside the manor for questioning since Lord Werner had collapsed after drinking tea she had prepared and was promptly confined Because of that, she had no way of making contact.


  The men cursed under their breaths. “I see. She’d have made a good gift had you managed to bring her out with you.”


  “What’re we gonna do?”


  “Someone go report to the boss! Two of you stay here while the rest of us get going.” 


  One of the men slipped out of the building, while the others checked their weapons. One approached Clara.


  “Um, where’s my mother and br—”


  “Shut up!” The man suddenly hit Clara. She fell to the ground, and the man looked down at her as he barked further orders. 


  “She’s a pain,” he said. “Shove her in the back. Keep her away from the stock room!”


  “On it.”


  Most of the man’s comrades had picked up their weapons and exited the building by then. Clara watched in a daze as one of the men in charge of watching her flashed her a derisive grin. “Nobles kick the bucket without warning all the time, but being murdered is embarrassing for them. If the poison’s got him half dead, it’ll be easy to cut off his head.”


  “We’ll march it all over the town and tell everyone that the great Viscount Zehrfeld lost to guys like us! That’ll put his family to shame!”


  The two shared a vulgar laugh. Then, they looked down on Clara with mocking grins. “Don’t worry. The boss isn’t gonna kill you. Though he’ll probably find some foreign buyer for you, so there’s no telling what’ll happen to you after that.”


  “We’ll sell all three of you! The boss was all smiles, saying you’d make for some nice pocket change.”


  “Y-you never…said…” Clara stammered in protest, but the men only laughed.


  “Huh? Nobles are so very known for keeping those promises,” one of them said snidely. “At least to useful guys like us.”


  “You’re exactly right!” the other said, laughing. But just then, the door was beaten down from outside.


   


  ***


   


  The men who were lying in wait for the carriage that sped directly from the Zehrfeld manor to the church hadn’t been waiting long when they were alerted by the light of magic lanterns, the sounds of galloping hooves, and the rattle of wheels.


  The lamp attached to the carriage shone stark amid the darkness, but the Zehrfelds must have been hoping to conceal whatever business had drawn them to the temple in the dead of night, seeing as the carriage didn’t have even a single soldier guarding it.


  The assailants snickered to themselves as they broke up into two groups and flanked the road, keeping to the shadows.


  The man positioned opposite the carriage doors took out a crossbow. Once he killed the coachman, the plan was that his comrades would make short work of the poisoned Werner inside the carriage. 


  The crossbowman easily spotted the coachman, lit up bright against the night by the glow of the carriage lanterns. Once the coach drew close enough for the marksman to see the driver’s face—his expression hidden beneath his cowl—he pulled the trigger. 


  That’s when the coachman, seemingly having predicted this attack, raised a shield that was hidden beside him. The arrow bounced off it with an unsettling clank.


  The crossbowman gawked. 


  “This was the ideal spot between the manor and the church to attack us, you see,” said the coachman. “If you’re going to attack nobles, you should make sure your bitterness doesn’t get the better of your brains.” 


  “Y-you’re not a coachman!”


  The knight who had hidden his armor beneath a cloak let out a chuckle. “I’m not battling a fellow knight, so there’s really no need to introduce myself, but let me offer you my name anyway. I am Barkey, a knight of House Zehrfeld. Though it’s beneath the honor of a count’s knights to cross swords with fools who’d hunt an empty carriage.” 


  Out rushed the guard corps, led by Gauter. They appeared from all directions, surrounding the assailants. There were less than ten attackers, and over forty guards. The few outlaws who tried to escape were pummeled, and it all happened so fast that Barkey had yet to step off the coachman’s chair. The look on his face made it clear how much he envied the chance to join the fight himself.


  “I thank you for your cooperation.”


  “Good work out there. I’m sure the others are almost done as well, so please take care of these for us.”


  “Understood.”


  Gauter was delighted that Barkey had given the guard corps permission to take credit for the night’s accomplishments. He even dragged one of the hooligans away with his own two hands. 


  Barkey watched them leave before greeting the other group that had approached him. “You worked hard yourselves.”


  “Not at all. It was nothing.” The nonchalant reply came from a member of the Iron Hammer, an adventuring party. Werner had Max ensure their presence so they could trail any of the hoodlums who had slipped past the guard corps, but such services ultimately proved unnecessary.


  After all, Werner had only deployed them because, in his words, “It’s best to be wastefully overprepared.” Thus, Barkey had no intentions of complaining. He handed the Iron Hammer the payment they’d been promised, then turned the carriage back toward the Zehrfeld manor.


  “Now, I wonder how Orgen is doing…”


   


  ***


   


  “Ugh…”


  “Shut up!” 


  Orgen had tightened the ropes binding the two outlaws so it bit into their skin, then smacked one of them as he groaned. Even after he confirmed both of them were unconscious, the scowl didn’t leave his face. 


  “I can’t believe there were only two of them. This side turned out to be a bust. Perhaps we should have accompanied Barkey,” he said, sounding rather disappointed. Then, he looked down at Clara, who was trembling on the floor. “Clara, was it? You’re under arrest for attempting to assassinate the viscount.”


  “R-right. B-but what about my mother and younger brother?”


  “That’s a separate matter. Don’t do anything you’ll regret.”


  Orgen’s vexed expression was only to be expected of a man of this world. It was already quite a serious crime for one noble to poison another, but it was even more grave for a commoner to attempt the same. She was worthy of sympathy, perhaps, but not forgiveness—sympathy apart from what knights typically extended as a courtesy to the fairer sex. 


  Of course, the knight brigade also had no reason to show clemency to one who’d attempted to assassinate the heir of the house they were sworn to. As such, Orgen commanded a foot soldier to take Clara to the guard corps’s barracks, the same place the assailants had been led to.


  The only reason Orgen didn’t treat her more harshly was that Werner had commanded them to ensure her safety, lest they lose a thread they could trace back to the mastermind behind the plot. Not that there was any need to be rough in the first place, given the situation.


  “Commander, we discovered some odd packages in a locked room.”


  “Odd? How?”


  “They’re filled with some sort of weed, and in incredibly large numbers,” reported one of the knights who had been checking whether any dregs of their enemies were still hiding in the building.


  Orgen scowled. “It might be poison. Don’t touch it. Hand it over to the guard corps, and don’t mess with it or do anything that could raise suspicion.” 


  There were no poison specialists present, and if their meddling led to any casualties, they wouldn’t be able to show their faces before their lord. All that considered, Orgen judged it best to have the knights hold off and leave the matter to the guard corps.


  If those bags were full of poison, just how many could it kill? How did they plan to use it? Once Orgen pondered these questions, he glumly muttered, “Could this problem run deeper than we thought? I sure hope this doesn’t cause trouble for us.”


   


  ***


   


  Inside a workers’ housing facility in the warehouse district, in a room that reeked of alcohol—and not just from the vapors that had long since seeped into the walls—a man inclined his head upon receiving a certain report. 


  “We’ve gotta just be happy we got Werner,” said the man delivering the news. “We can do something about that common maid some other time.”


  “Right.”


  The man who muttered those words from the shadows of the room was decked in noble garments that clashed with the severity and malice in his visage. Donning the grin of a victor, he took a swig of liquor from the ceramic vessel before him. He wiped his lips brusquely and addressed another man at his side. “Oh, that’s right. Is that Clara girl still alive?”


  “We captured her. Just as you ordered, Boss.”


  “Now, what to do with her… Killing her will be easiest for us in the long run,” said the one they called “Boss,” as casually as one might suggest discarding a tool that could no longer serve its purpose. The other men didn’t appear to think much of it. Perhaps they truly didn’t.


  “Won’t the girl sell for more than her mother? She’s not gonna admit to killing a noble.”


  “You’re right.”


  “But is the boy gonna sell well?”


  “Some women are into that sort of thing.”


  Male prostitutes also existed in this world, but unlike female prostitutes, the demand for them was incredibly small. Occasionally, noblewomen would surround themselves with particularly handsome men, but considering how this world prized military might and heroism, men who lacked such accolades were considered low value.


  While the slave trade had yet to be outlawed in this world, there were taxes attached to the purchase of slaves. Naturally, a black market had sprung up for those who wanted to avoid those duties.


  “Who cares? If no one buys him, we can just ditch him in the slums.”


  “You’re right.”


  “We’ve gotta plan our escape first. We can’t stick around here for much longer anymore.”


  Once the men revealed Werner’s head to the world, they’d retrieve Clara, then flee the capital. But as the men discussed how they would go about this and what items they needed to bring with them, another of their comrades burst into the room. “B-Boss!”


  “What? Quiet down.”


  “I-I hear armor! We’re surrounded!”


  After sharing a look, the men scrambled to their feet and rushed to the wooden windowsill. They could hear the faint clank and clatter of metal armor outside, signaling the presence of multiple figures. One man peered through the slatted shutter.


  Beneath the night sky, the soldiers’ armor reflected the light of the moon. The men inside watched as several shadows gradually surrounded their lodge. Even more figures shuffled in the dark behind them, hinting at more yet to come. Already, more than twenty of them were gathered there. 


  All were at a loss for words, except for the boss who glowered at the man who had reported Clara’s return. “You weren’t followed, right?”


  “Huh? N-no. I mean, I didn’t check, but…”


  “You useless piece of crap!” Unfortunately, yelling wouldn’t turn the tide in their favor. If anything, it only worsened their predicament. The boss’s voice must have carried outside, as the footsteps suddenly rushed the building.


  “Wh-what do we do, Boss?!”


  “What’s happening out back?!”


  “No one’s there yet! We can slip out!”


  “What about the broad and her kid?”


  “They’ll slow us down! We’ve gotta hurry on outta here!”


  The men fled with nothing but the swords in their hands. Their assailants had yet to make it to the back door, and they just barely managed to escape. Once they had turned a few corners and almost reached the merchant quarters, they finally stopped for a breath.


  “Th-that was a close one.”


  “What do we do now?”


  “Damn it! First…”


  “First,” came another voice, “you surrender. That’ll be easiest for all of us.”


  The men turned vacantly in the direction of the voice. That’s when their surroundings grew as bright as day. Surrounding them, just beyond the light, were the silhouettes of several knights and lamp-bearing soldiers, their glaring lights pointed at the ground.


  The boss looked toward the young man who had spoken. “Werner! You bastard!”


  “Who were you again?” Werner asked blithely, his spear in hand.


  The man looked livid. “You serious?!”


  “Half serious, I guess?” he responded, resting his spear lazily against his shoulder. Werner actually hadn’t been expecting to encounter this “boss”—he was too minor to merit any real attention.


  “I bet your master gave you a good scolding,” Werner continued, making no effort to hide his scornful displeasure, “when you failed to stop me in the library after all that. That’s really the full extent of my thoughts on you, Viscount…Vogel, was it?”


  The sound of grinding teeth reverberated through the air. Wotan Sven Vogel’s glare was almost sharp enough to kill, but Werner remained unperturbed. 


  “Well, I guess that’s the right expression for someone who came running from beaters on a hunt,” Werner mused.


  “Beaters?”


  “Those guys surrounding the warehouse weren’t there to fight. They were a diversion,” said Werner, grinning as he watched the shocked expressions on the hoodlums’ faces.


  “What do you mean?” Vogel said.


  “I figured surrounding you was the best way to stir you into a panic.”


  Werner had considered the possibility that Clara would be taken as a captive, but he didn’t bother mentioning that. Plus, the lives of hostages were considered to be even less valuable than that of commoners in this world—killing one only led to a harsher sentence. If anything, Werner was more of a deviant for caring about a hostage in the first place.


  “If you heard armor clanking in the night and saw a horde swarming beneath your window, you’d imagine the worst. And if that happened, I expected you’d panic and try to escape by whichever way hadn’t yet been blocked off, which was through the back.” 


  “So? Then what was all that armor?”


  “I think you’d remember at least one or two of them. Oh, and I gave them each a bottle of wine for their efforts.”


  Catching up with his school friends who had come to visit him during the trial by duel had proven well worth Werner’s time. Some of the students were nobles, so when Werner had asked anyone with an excess of time on their hands to suit up in armor and surround the building, there were a few who answered his call.


  The other day, before his visit to the orphanage, Werner had gone from the slums into the noble quarter, which meant he’d spent quite a bit of time traveling in his school uniform. Ironically, his experience running around the battlefield in Anheim was coming in handy in the city. 


  Moreover, Drechsler had agreed to participate even before Werner could fully explain the situation to him, going so far as to deploy a few of the nightguard. That was a precaution to keep any intel from leaking, but the nightguard members were happy to cooperate since Werner had let them take the credit for the coin clipping incident.


  Werner had also gathered a few adventurers and, though he told them to fight back if attacked, told them that all they had to do otherwise was surround the building. Owing to his reputation, he managed to recruit even more than he himself had expected.


  “By the way, there were six people trailing Clara tonight. I splurged a bit since I needed enough to trail her back to the hideout and keep watch for anyone who came running out of it.” 


  Those shadowing Clara would have switched positions while she wasn’t looking. When a group worked together to trail someone, they typically fanned out around the target in staggered movements. They needed enough people to cover such maneuvers while one of them made sure they didn’t lose Clara within the night.


  And to make sure Clara could only escape out the back gate, they had to block off the front path with a carriage. The whole plan relied on numbers.


  Plus, Werner had borrowed professional spies from Duke Seyfert to ensure the plan was as good as done. In other words, he had, in secret, run this by the highest echelons of the kingdom, and they were all in on it. 


  On top of that, the guard corps already had control of the outlaws’ warehouse hideout, with Clara’s mother and brother safe in their custody. Though naturally, Werner had no way of knowing that yet.


  “How did you manage to ambush us here?”


  “That chartula seemed quite expensive, so I figured the mastermind behind this plot had to live around here.”


  There were only a few routes that ran from the warehouse quarter to the noble quarter and central church. It was unlikely that anyone traveling by night would pick a complicated path, so Werner chose to lie in wait in the shortest route he identified. 


  Just in case he was wrong, he had also positioned his men on a few other roads with instructions to buy time until he could arrive if they encountered anyone suspicious.


  “And why the hell do you know so much about the roads here in the warehouse quarter?”


  “I asked an expert. Unlike you, I’ve got a lot of people who are willing to help me out.”


  Werner had only learned that Duke Seyfert had employed Lily to draw a map of the capital after he had returned from Anheim. Afterward, Seyfert had suggested that Lily take her rough draft back with her to the Zehrfelds’ manor.


  Lily was quite troubled by this request, but Seyfert gave her a mischievous grin and said, “This map could help Lord Werner, so take it back with you. But do not spread it too widely.” She couldn’t refuse after that.


  For one, just knowing that it was a military secret, she was hesitant to take it home with her. She figured such exchanges between nobles were fine, though, which was hardly her fault given Werner had tasked her with drafting the map for the defense of Anheim.


  As a result, Werner’s stomach tied itself in knots as he struggled to figure out how to securely store a top-secret, highly detailed map of the capital. Since it ultimately helped him, though, he really couldn’t complain.


  “It was hard to put this together on such short notice, so I’m glad I was dealing with such a simpleton.”


  Vogel remained silent.


  “I really appreciate you falling for my trap so easily. If I were to give you some advice, it’d be to spend your money paying those who do your dirty work, not on fancy poison.” Werner saw Vogel’s hand creeping toward the hilt of his sword and cried out sharply, “If we spare their lives, they’ll only turn to brigandry! Fine! Cut the rabble down!”


  “Yessir!” the Zehrfeld knights shouted as they sprang into action. They had clearly gotten the jump on Vogel and his men, who had let their guards down thinking Werner wouldn’t attack without first demanding surrender. The outlaws hurried to unsheathe their swords. That’s when Max cut one of them down.


  In a flash, a melee erupted in a corner of the nighttime capital.


   


  ***


   


  Perhaps Vogel deserved some praise for deflecting the spear that suddenly lunged toward him. Yet it was clear that he and his men had been beaten to the punch, and that his comrades were being cut down one after another. He lost his composure.


  Vogel attempted a counterattack but misjudged the distance between him and Werner. His blade cut only air. Werner closed the distance between them and punctured Vogel’s upper arm, causing him to howl like a beast as he lashed out wildly with his blade—but Werner simply deflected his crude attacks with the shaft of his spear.


  [image: ]


  “You bastard!” Vogel screamed.


  “You’ve certainly got a way with words.”


  Werner let out a cry as he batted Vogel’s sword away before ramming the butt of his spear into the man’s mouth, sending two teeth flying. Werner figured that could be fixed with potions later on, anyway. 


  “Aaaaaaagh!”


  “Quiet! It’s nighttime,” said Werner, giving his foe a perfectly reasonable scolding as he parried his berserk counterattacks. Werner quickly drew his spear back to his hand and thrust it forward, grazing Vogel’s ear with its tip.


  As Werner withdrew his spear, he could tell Vogel was about to step forward. He mirrored the movement, repelling Vogel’s reflexive cut and kicking him in the stomach. 


  “I-I’m a viscount, damn it!” Vogel rasped, his words choked by blood.


  “Yeah, I know!” Werner brushed aside his half-desperate pleas and thrust his spear forward without hesitation. Vogel barely managed to dodge before attempting a counterattack, which Werner easily deflected.


  Werner was fighting with a spear—his best weapon—with two feet on the ground and against a less experienced opponent. Neurath and Schünzel saw no need to step in, so they simply kept an eye out to make sure nobody tried to run. Though Vogel was a noble with some knowledge of swordplay, Werner clearly had the advantage.


  At last, as Vogel fumbled a defensive maneuver, Werner’s attack knocked the sword from his hand. He turned to run, but by then all his comrades lay collapsed on the ground. As he stood there frozen, Neurath and Schünzel flanked him.


  Vogel fell to his knees, and he fixed Werner with a spiteful glare. “You were really gonna kill us.”


  “To be honest, I’ve got bigger fish to fry, like the man who called Lily out or your relative, Priest Kaempfer.”


  “Huh?!” Vogel was at a loss for words, for a number of reasons. He hadn’t been expecting to hear Priest Kaempfer’s name.


  Werner shrugged. “Well, I didn’t mind killing them, but I’m not about to kill someone I can capture instead. Stay still and follow my orders.”


  “Damn iiiiit!” 


  But further violence would get him nowhere. Werner watched the knights carry him away and let out a sigh. Then, he picked Vogel’s sword up off the ground and, after studying it carefully, handed it to Schünzel.


  “It’s not from this land. We’ll have to look into this later as well.”


  “Then I’ll submit this as evidence. Is that all right?”


  “I think so.”


  If the mastermind behind this was more powerful than they had expected, they could easily get Vogel’s death written off as “sickness,” though they wouldn’t be able to pin it on Werner. If the mastermind wasn’t that powerful, he likely wouldn’t be acquitted, though that would depend on the result of his trial.


  Basically, Werner had no reason to purposefully kill Vogel. Though it was also true he had been prepared to cut Vogel down had the man attempted to run.


  “How are things at the manor?” Schünzel asked.


  “I’m sure everything’s all right,” Werner answered. Guards were typically posted around the manor for security, and in a surplus of caution, he had employed Goecke’s band of mercenaries as well. 


  Plus, their opponents had numbered fewer than they had expected, so it was unlikely they had been able to mess with the manor.


  “But is Priest Kaempfer the culprit?”


  “It’s likely, considering Viscount Vogel was involved.” In Werner’s eyes, at least, Vogel was quite vulgar for a noble. His intuition was telling him that Vogel didn’t have the knowledge or experience to put this plan into action, even if he could understand it concep-tually. Plus, Werner got the sense that Vogel’s co-conspirator, expert schemer that they were, wasn’t someone who moved in the same circles as him. 


  Therefore, it was highly likely that this conspirator wasn’t a currently acting noble. Mentioning Priest Kaempfer had been half bluff since he didn’t have any actual evidence, but he must have hit the mark, judging by Vogel’s reaction.


  “Perhaps Priest Kaempfer himself is also under the gun.”


  “That’d make things difficult,” laughed Neurath. The turn of phrase Werner had used wasn’t typical of this world, but his intentions had apparently come across. It briefly crossed his mind that if such strange expressions caught on, they might be traced back to him, but he quickly turned his attention back to the matter at hand. 


  The real problem was where that poison had been sourced from—or rather, that following that line of inquiry, it was hard to pin this on just Priest Kaempfer or the church. Disregarding who was giving the orders and who was just following them, it seemed unnatural that they wouldn’t also be colluding with a noble house accustomed to devising such plots. Not to mention, they had yet to discover a clear motive.


  Werner took a moment to seriously consider what consequences his death could bring. 


  First, how would Mazel react? He’d probably continue his fight against the Demon Lord, and both Laura and Luguentz would likely do likewise. Still, the occurrence would probably rattle them. 


  And how would the kingdom respond? Currently, defeating the Demon Lord was their top priority, so they wouldn’t do anything to get in Mazel’s way as of now. But once the Demon Lord was gone, it was entirely possible they’d begin to view Mazel as a threat, and Lily would likely be manipulated as a tool for political gain. That was something Werner couldn’t stand for.


  Werner could predict that much, but that was all what happened after the Demon Lord’s defeat, which still left the question of why the perpetrator had acted now. He considered the possibility that the mastermind didn’t have a reason and was just acting out. It gave him a headache.


  If—just if—that was true, that would mean some group was chasing quick wins without considering the long run, which meant Werner would need to remove any political implications from the equation. Ultimately, the mastermind might end up riding out the storm, reaping the benefits but none of the consequences. But just as Werner was considering his next steps, Max approached. He had just finished tying up all the survivors.


  “We captured four of them, and our side suffered no casualties.”


  “Great work. Report to the guard corps, and let’s get out of here.”


  “Yessir!”


  Max said nothing of the number of people they failed to capture—the number of those slain—and Werner didn’t ask either. Dealing with the aftermath came first. Despite having no authority to interfere, the Zehrfelds had acted quite freely, and it was important that they didn’t implicate the guard corps or those involved in judicial affairs.


  Werner threw a grimace at Max—who seemed to not be thoroughly satisfied with the amount of fighting he had gotten to do—and ordered a full retreat. He was just about resolved to leave the rest to the guard corps and courts, while he took a much-needed rest. Upon his safe return to his manor, the first words out of his mouth were, “Before hearing this report, I want some proper tea.”


   


  ***


   


  We finally got to resume investigating the underground library the following day. We had really lost a lot of time, but there was nothing I could do about that. Losing time was better than calling Mazel back to the capital for such silly reasons anyway. To make up for these delays, I got permission to spend the next few days working solely on research, but our plans were still hazy. 


  In terms of documents, we had pulled out all the proposals related to economic affairs, but how helpful they might be was a complete mystery. And speaking of mysteries, I hadn’t received any updates on the underground passage, but I wasn’t really in the position to ask about it either.


  In the meantime, a certain corner of the court had apparently fallen into chaos. Gathering evidence did take time, so perhaps it was only natural that they’d already started the purge. Working down here in the archives all day only to return to the surface and hear news of someone’s arrest made me feel like a time traveler.


  We weren’t making much progress down here though. A lot of books caught my attention, but I couldn’t simply read every title that piqued my interest. Besides, our plans had faced some serious disruptions thanks to the circumstances; I’d wasted two whole weeks on the whole trial by duel kerfuffle. Frankly, I was starting to panic. 


  “I’ll put any related books here, Lord Werner.”


  “Thanks.”


  Lily brought me a stack of books, and I had her bookmark them with small, numbered pieces of wood. This was so we could keep track of where each book had come from. The library wasn’t organized, so if we piled the books up haphazardly, we’d end up with no idea where they’d come from. 


  On a separate note, I had my personal magic bag on my back. It was loaded with fake documents to hide the work I was actually up to today, as well as note-taking parchment to use in the library. But since being too heavily armed in the palace could get me in trouble, I had left my spear in my office.


  I guess I could put some books in here and take them back with me if I really wanted, but I had no way of knowing whether there wasn’t some fantasy-esque security system in place. Plus, losing one of the tomes outside could be a disaster. The dangers just weren’t worth the risk.


  I had adjusted my plans in response to what I had noticed ­during my duel. I was still having Lily look for books with maps of the city, but I now had her looking for records regarding religion as well.


  Checking those books was entirely my job. Considering we needed to take linguistic shifts into account, there was no other way to divvy up the work. Lily could read and write, but she’d likely have difficulty with nuance, and an even harder time navigating the way language had changed over time. 


  To use Japanese as an example, the word shussui was once used as an alternative term for floods, in addition to kouzui. If someone ignorant of that fact was searching through historical records using keywords, they’d completely skip over some of the flood records. This was a similar case.


  Plus, I relied on Lily’s memory too. I always lost track of which shelves we had looked through. I didn’t know who had set them up in the first place, but they really should’ve left a guide behind.


  On the other hand, Lily seemed to have a perfect grasp of where each shelf was located, and which shelf number of which row we were on. She really had a knack for office work.


  Anyway, that’s why my job was reading, while Lily’s was searching. Once we had gathered a good amount of documents to look through, I planned on having Lily start reading through them as well.


  A minor incident had also transpired. While Lily was searching through the shelves, I suddenly heard an odd shriek, so I hurried to find her. When I did, she was beet red, and she seemed to panic once she saw me.


  This roused my curiosity, and what do you know? I guess collections of ukiyo-e featuring erotic prints could be found in libraries all over Japan too. Yeah, finding such a realistic diagram could cause some panic if you weren’t too familiar with books. Why was this here anyway? 


  Once I took care of it, Lily gave me a glare that practically screamed, “Why are you so used to this?!” Was this just a misunderstanding, or a result of all those rumors about me? But I really didn’t do anything wrong!


  While we occasionally had incidents like that one, when we exited the library at the end of the day, we still hadn’t made any notable discoveries. I guess confirming more of these shelves weren’t relevant to our purposes was some sort of progress, but that was it. Ugh, was this exhausting.


  “I wonder how the incident with Clara resolved?” asked Lily, sounding like the debacle had suddenly crossed her mind.


  “Oh, right. I sent in a request for information, but I don’t know anything yet either,” I answered.


  There was no doubt that Mazel was a Goody Two-shoes, and Lily had inherited some of that as well. Even when she was kidnapped, she could no longer be mad once she heard her kidnapper had been coerced into the deed. Not that I was criticizing her for it.


  My feelings, meanwhile, were more complicated. Viscount Vogel’s grudge was only against me, but his main trading partner for the goods produced in his domain was Count Bachem, whose holdings were dissolved after Lily’s attempted kidnapping.


  In strategy games, one domain becoming entrenched in war wouldn’t necessarily affect the other domains. But in real life, war had significant consequences on the merchants who conducted interdomain trade. In this case, Count Bachem’s economic downfall had plunged House Vogel into the red, saddling them with stag-gering debts. As a result, Count Vogel bore me a lot of resentment and had actively decided to get his hands dirty.


  Maybe he was just naturally crude, but I could at least understand that he was trying to find new clients and more support for the people of his domain. It might have been poor judgment that he picked Marquess Cortolezis as an accomplice, but he was still a marquess, and with his domain being on the kingdom’s border, he had plenty of foreign dealings. From an economic standpoint alone, I had to admit it wasn’t a bad choice.


  [image: ]


  Clara’s father was a servant who had worked for Count Becham, and he was unlucky enough to be away from the capital when chaos beset them. Thus, Clara’s family had been miles away when the noble house that employed them collapsed, and since that house was shunned by the crown, he couldn’t find a new employer. Still, he had worked—though not quite making ends meet—until his anxieties and shame caused him a sudden death.


  Thus, Clara’s family lost their breadwinner, and it was just as they reached the end of their rope when Viscount Vogel approached Clara. But no one knew the identity of her “father” who had been killed in the capital. Apparently, Viscount Vogel had picked up a random drunk.


  Of course, Clara had caused some problems, but there was still room to consider her extenuating circumstances, and I submitted a letter suggesting they do just that. Though as she had attempted to assassinate a noble, she almost certainly wouldn’t be declared innocent.


  We discussed this matter as we returned to our office above ground, where we found—speak of the devil—a messenger from the judiciary who had come to inform us of Clara’s sentence. I read the letter and nodded. “Thank you. Can we meet with her?”


  “Of course, but do you truly wish to?”


  “I have no reason to be angry at Clara herself.” Part of that was because I sympathized with her position, but it was also the plain truth. During my previous life, I’d often come across old court records that made me wonder how someone had gotten off so easily. But now that I was the victim, I could understand why some didn’t feel the need to be so embittered.


  Still, even when a boss popped his lid but tried to make peace right after, it didn’t always follow that those working under him would just put it all behind them. That’s what made human relations so difficult. But anyway, if I could meet directly with Clara and her family, I wanted to. I decided to go immediately. “Neurath, Schünzel, and…will you come too, Lily?”


  “I will.”


  “Got it. Then let’s get going.”


  Lily seemed curious, and it wasn’t like she was going to slit their throats or anything, so I decided to bring her with us. Apparently, Clara and her family had fully admitted to their crimes, which meant her charges would be delivered to them without trial. As such, they were currently being held in a room in the judicial building.


  When we entered the room, Clara, her mother, and her younger brother—who had to be about ten years old—fell to their knees before us. Clara’s mother and brother had wounds covering their bodies and faces. It seemed like they had been kicked and beaten while Vogel and his men held them captive. While they had received some medical attention, they hadn’t been healed. I guess that made sense.


  I glanced at the official posted in the room, implicitly asking permission to speak. He answered with silent approval. 


  “Clara,” I said.


  “Y-yes! This is all my fault! Please take pity on my mother and brother…!” It seemed she had been eagerly awaiting me to speak first. She’d probably picked up some manners from her father back when he served a noble house. I bore no particular ill will for Count Becham, so if we had gotten to know each other under better circumstances, I may have even employed her here in the capital. It was a shame.


  “I understand your situation. While you attempted to assassinate a noble, you had some extenuating circumstances. Thus, I command that Clara be sentenced to life as a laborer and be banished from the capital.” Basically, I was condemning her to slavery. She’d be forced to perform hard labor away from the capital. While she may not have killed anyone, this was a light sentence for someone who had tried to assassinate a noble.


  “Th-thank you!” It wasn’t Clara, but her mother who spoke. She knocked her head against the floor in the deepest bow she could muster. What Clara had done would typically have warranted execution, so I could more or less understand her reaction. But to have someone as old as my parents, who’d done nothing but be abducted, throwing herself at my feet gave me a stomachache for a whole other reason.


  “Romilda and Casper, was it? You bear no responsibility for this incident, but as the relatives of someone who attempted to assassinate a noble, you are not fully innocent either.”


  “Yes, we know,” said Clara’s mother, Romilda, as she bowed. Casper, Clara’s younger brother, didn’t seem to fully follow, which made sense given his age.


  I mean, even though I had some things to say about asking family members to pay for crimes they didn’t commit, given my memories from my past life, I couldn’t let that show. “Then I shall announce your sentences. You two shall be banished from the capital. Please leave within the next three days.”


  “O-of course.” Considering that the continent was crawling with monsters and that the two had nowhere to go, banishment from the capital was a rather harsh punishment. But as a relative of an attempted assassin, Romilda had no option but to agree. 


  “However.” That was enough of being stern. I crouched down to look Romilda in the eyes. “I plan on beginning a new business in the Zehrfeld domain soon. Would you like to work there?”


  “Huh…?” 


  I could understand her confusion. Even I knew I was being soft on them here. 


  “This venture is brand new, so I’m sure you’ll be asked to perform duties you’ve never done before. Since we lack manpower, I don’t mind assigning laborers without jobs to work under you. Will you accept my offer?”


  It looked like she was struggling to understand my words, but once I glanced at Clara, who had just become a laborer, she seemed to understand what I was saying. Tears burst from her eyes. “I-I will!”


  “All right. I’ll assign some guards to escort you to my domain. Please prepare what you need to.”


  “Thank…you…!” Clara was crying too as she bowed her head. 


  I gave them a parting nod before exiting the room. In reality, Clara and her family had been dragged into this mess, so I didn’t really deserve the tears and gratitude.


  I rolled my shoulders as I headed back to my office. They’d gone stiff from all the stress. 


  That’s when Neurath spoke. “Are you okay with that conclusion?”


  “Was I being too soft?” I asked, shrugging my shoulders. Some would almost certainly think so, but still. “Whether I hang them or force them to work, I need to take responsibility for what becomes of them. Not through law, but through life.”


  In this world, the lives of friends and enemies weren’t given equal weight—nor the lives of nobles and commoners—but I didn’t see it that way. I wasn’t the Hero or anything, but I wanted to save everyone I could. I knew I was motivated only by the need to assuage my own ego, but I had no intention of changing my outlook.


  “If I’ll be held answerable regardless, then I’ll first answer to myself. In the end, all I can do is live my truth.”


  I was painfully aware of how scary it could be to bear authority. Military might could easily transform into an abuse of power. Thus, I wanted to be true to myself. 


  “Disappointed?”


  “Not at all,” answered Neurath.


  “I believe it suits you well, Lord Werner,” added Schünzel.


  Lily nodded too. “I’ll follow wherever you lead.” 


  “If you think I’m walking down the wrong path, then please let me know.”


  “I shall do my best,” answered Schünzel. Then, all three of them flashed me smiles. Maybe I could compete with Mazel at least when it came to being blessed by reliable comrades.


   


  ***


   


  “…Then let us proceed accordingly. That’s enough on this matter.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty!”


  Once the king had made his decision, Hubertus and the court ministers bowed their heads. They had confirmed that Mazel and his party had left Deritzdam, and taken the appropriate diplomatic actions. With their future diplomatic strategy charted out, they could finally take a rest.


  “And how is Viscount Zehrfeld’s reputation?” the king asked Hubertus, more casually than was his habit. 


  “Passable, I suppose.”


  The current state of international affairs was defined by a nonaggression pact necessitated by the presence of a common enemy, the Demon Lord. However, no nation considered forming a joint army to combat this enemy. Each country was busy with its own issues, and as Demonic Beings could appear from anywhere, their top priority for their troops had to be defense.


  Given these circumstances, the Hero was naturally an object of great interest. He had already vanquished a few of the Demon Commanders and Four Fiends, and with each victory his acclaim grew. Naturally, some powers wanted to claim him for themselves, and this recent debacle had been the result of Deritzdam openly maneuvering to do so.


  The Kingdom of Wein had been a powerful nation even before the Demon Lord’s return, but that only meant foreign nations occa-sionally viewed it with doubt and misgivings—or even, at times, with hostility.


  On top of that, the reputation of the kingdom’s knight brigade had soared over the past year. While it had been the Hero who had ultimately defeated the Demon Commander, the knights had managed to hold their own against the Demon army at both Finoy and Anheim. Thus, their reputation as both numerous and powerful had increased whether they liked it or not.


  Now that the same kingdom had publicly announced that the Hero was under their charge, other countries had likely begun to fear this would one day prove a threat. While Wein had no intention of invading foreign lands, its neighbors reasonably still treated it as a risk. Thus, it was possible that emotions and desperation could lead one of Wein’s neighbors to go as far as declaring war on them.


  Therefore, Wein had to weave together a plan to protect itself. In reality, regions all across the kingdom were suffering at the Demons’ hands, and a subset of nobles were rebelling against the crown. While the upper echelons could rest easy in the lap of luxury, the kingdom wasn’t as stable as it appeared to outsiders. In their search for a means to dissuade potential enemies from open warfare, the kingdom’s leaders had shifted gears and decided to use Werner to such ends. 


  From the kingdom’s perspective, Werner was oddly unambitious, and they had failed to reward him for his services in Anheim in a way that would earn him a reputation abroad. Instead, they had utilized the trial by duel to bring Werner into the spotlight. 


  The Demon Commander’s defeat in Anheim was the work of the Hero and knight brigade. At least, that was the official story, and even those within Wein tended to view it that way. But after Werner served as the Hero’s representative in the trial by duel, neighboring nations naturally began to look into him.


  What they discovered was a “young strategist” who had the Demon Commander dancing to his tune during the battle to defend Anheim, who even managed to ensnare the Commander in a trap. The fact he was a friend of the Hero’s naturally reached their ears as well. Since these things were simple fact, the Kingdom of Wein had no need to spread rumors.


  And naturally, neighboring nations would begin to ponder why Wein had spread this info. The fact that Deritzdam had flip-flopped to allow the Hero and his party freedom within the region was because they feared that Wein’s knight brigade would, under Werner’s command, launch an invasion to “rescue his dear friend, the Hero.”


  Facing the “Hero,” a “powerful knight brigade,” and “a brilliant commander who can lead the Demon army by the nose” all at once didn’t just have foreign powers questioning their chances at victory; it had them reckoning with the absurd losses they’d face even if they won. To avoid that, their only choice was to avoid enmity with Wein or at least refrain from attacking them outright. If Werner heard all this, he’d likely say it was all a misunderstanding. But even if those epithets were empty, they served as effective deterrents. 


  “His reputation as the Wastrel Viscount is quite effective as well,” said Equord, Minister of Foreign Affairs, with an amused chuckle.


  Werner was ignorant of this as well, but among the neighboring countries where such rumors had spread, a few had approached House Zehrfeld with bribes under the mistaken belief that Werner would be greedy enough to accept them in exchange for passing messages to the Hero, or perhaps even colluding with those foreign agents. Of course, all such requests had been reported to the crown by the head of House Zehrfeld, Ingo.


  “It’s quite nice of them to tell us precisely who is involved in such diplomatic schemes.” 


  “And the viscount would almost certainly say he didn’t need the funds or riches,” said Crown Prince Hubertus, earning a laugh from the crowd. Overdone austerity typically raised suspicions, but Werner left no such impression. Rather, the group generally regarded him as being just somewhat absent-minded in that regard.


  “Perhaps it is because he was the second son.”


  “Yes, perhaps.”


  The eldest sons of noble families—who were posed to inherit titles and wealth—were one thing, but if any other noble sons got too greedy, they often ended up no more than pawns in their fathers’ hands. Thus, a second or third son could be considered quite successful in life if he became a knight or was accepted as a son-in-law by another noble family.


  For heirs, on the other hand, taking over the next generation and maintaining the household was achievement enough. Werner’s lack of greed likely came from him knowing where he stood—from being raised a second son who only later became heir. At least, that was the conclusion the gathered nobles had reached.


  “Hopefully that shall prove useful in his future development.”


  “Indeed. I believe it shall.”


  People at Werner’s age were still meant to be studying, so it was natural to assume he didn’t yet feel any pressing need to think deeply about the future. If anything, his age made his accomplishments thus far seem especially unusual. 


  “I believe Seyfert once said that he is not a man who chases ambitions, but one with the skills to reach such goals as he sets,” said the king.


  “Indeed.” The others nodded in agreement, as all understood what was implied within those words. Well and good that Werner harbored neither ambition nor greed, but if there was one goal he must be kept from ever aspiring to, that was to defy the Kingdom of Wein.


  Seyfert’s appraisal was right on the mark. If the kingdom ever threatened Werner’s safety—or Mazel’s or Lily’s—Werner would immediately set his sights on opposing the kingdom, and he would strive ceaselessly to see it through. 


  It was incredibly unlikely that the kingdom would be defeated, but victory in such conflict would come with grave losses. Keeping Werner preoccupied with unrelated foreign and domestic affairs would allow them continuous access to his talents without risking his enmity. 


  In the eyes of the influential, his was a temperament that was both easy and difficult to manipulate. But without such vassals, he would never rank among the king and the court’s ministers.


  “That reminds me. What happened with the incident involving Viscount Vogel?”


  “It is nothing to concern yourself with. The count will act, whether we interfere or not.”


  Count Zehrfeld’s role as a minister demanded great skill and acuity, even for one with all the advantages of a count. There was no doubt that he would use this incident to his advantage.


  “That reminds me. What of the issues with the waterways?”


  “The underground waterworks continue to dry up, but it’s no issue, as we have the aqueducts.”


  “There’s no need to hurry then, though a timely investigation of the waterways would behoove us just the same. I suppose our next issue, then, is the matter of House Cortolezis.” 


  “Yes, about that incident.” 


  The atmosphere, once relaxed, now filled with tension. The fact that a certain noble house had been biding its time for the perfect strike meant that matters had progressed to the next stage, and all present were aware of this. Given the incident with the church, these developments had to be approached with caution.


  “First, about the few who fled.”


  “Right.”


  Intel was shared, and opinions and suggestions were offered in quick succession. Afterward, they turned to matters of taxation, then preparations for the Demon army’s attack on the capital. That day’s discussions carried on late into the night.


  Chapter 2:
Their Respective Battlegrounds


  ~Military Affairs and Motives~


   


  IT WAS A FEW DAYS after Mine’s arrival in Derschen, early in the morning before the dawn—the sun’s first rays just starting to brighten the land—when a soldier on the walls spotted an inhuman figure at the head of a dust cloud, approaching from the west. At his cry, alarm bells tolled throughout the Teutenberg capital as soldiers hurried to shut the gates.


  “They’re really here…”


  “I-it should be fine, since we predicted this.”


  Bastian strode onto the walls, where sentries were exchanging hushed words. A number of soldiers who’d already been briefed came to greet him.


  Count Teutenberg’s servants might not have regarded Bastian as their master, but it was unthinkable to look for orders from the count’s five-year-old grandson. Rather, it was reassuring to be led by the head of House Fürst, a family widely acclaimed for their military exploits. And since the battle they faced wasn’t one against men, but against Demonic Beings, his presence was all the more heartening. 


  A number of civilians had also climbed the ramparts after Bastian’s arrival. Throughout the city, citizens armed themselves with buckets and similar containers. They gathered together and, once they received their orders, got right to work. They did their jobs in orderly fashion, even as fear gnawed at hearts.


  “Stay calm! Careful not to trip or knock the buckets over!”


  “Watch your feet!”


  The soldiers who were accustomed to fighting the Demonic Beings directed the citizens who had climbed up the walls, positioning them next to a giant earthenware pot that had been prepared in advance. 


  Also atop the walls was Bastian, who calmly assessed the ­approaching army. “Our enemies are varied, but they consist mainly of killer apes, red caps, and giant leeches!”


  Killer apes might have been called “apes,” but in terms of Werner’s old world, they were more the size of gorillas. They usually inhabited mountainous forests, where they preyed upon hunters and travelers, killing them and feasting rapturously on their flesh. The one merciful thing about them was that they usually operated alone.


  Red caps were believed to be related to goblins, as the two species looked quite similar, but this had never been confirmed. They were known to rip travelers apart using their twisted claws and the fangs that jutted from their mouths. They were named for the rust-red caps they always seemed to be wearing, which were rumored to get their color from the blood of human victims. 


  Giant leeches were exactly what their name suggested: They appeared nearly identical to typical leeches but were big enough to swallow a man whole. Each one had an appetite that could only be satisfied with the blood of several men. When merchant caravans were unfortunate enough to encounter them, it was not just the men who were typically found drained of blood afterward, but the horses too. 


  None of these monsters, however, were known to attack towns and cities. Nevertheless, once Bastian had seen the approaching horde, he was shocked that Werner’s prediction had been spot-on. Rather than voice his surprise, he raised his voice to rally his comrades’ spirits. “Remain calm! These numbers are nothing compared to the Demon Stampede near the capital!”


  In actuality, these numbers were nothing to scoff at. A leader’s doubts were quick to spread among his subordinates, however, so Bastian kept his voice and spirit steady. Though he was still weakened from his recent illness, his brave presence at the helm had a calming effect on soldiers and civilians alike.


  “Leave the airborne monsters to the adventurers! The rest of you, stay alert to the signal!”


  Several men barked their responses from around him. Some among them were nervous, and a few quivered atop the defensive walls. Yet nobody ran. Instead, they kept their eyes steady on the horde of enemies marching toward their Western gate. Bastian sighed inwardly in relief when it became clear they had no apparent plans to surround Derschen.


  It was the flying monsters—those resembling bats and moths—that reached the gates first. The adventurers pelted them with arrows and bombarded them with preemptive defensive spells.


  Adventurers weren’t typically good at working with large groups. Still, while they weren’t following any specific orders, they knew how to keep their head in a fight. They wasted neither magic nor their limited supply of arrows as they effectively whittled down the approaching horde.


  Bastian didn’t even spare them a glance, instead focusing on the main force approaching on the ground. Eventually, the killer apes charged forward, not toward the gates but toward the walls, scaling the defenses stone by stone. 


  Cries of surprise rose up from around Bastian. Monster attacks were an everyday occurrence in this world, but for most of the people on the wall, this was the first time they’d seen monsters so brazenly assail a city’s walls. The town must have had a monster-repelling barrier, but it seemed to be completely ineffective.


  Though it is our duty as nobles to ensure these monsters do not so much as approach our cities’ walls, thought Bastian as he raised his mallet. When it was not just the killer apes, but the red caps and giant leeches, that were scaling the walls, he slammed the mallet down. The signal reverberated over the whole city. Then, those situated atop the battlements picked up their buckets in unison and poured their contents onto the walls.


  What happened next would certainly have earned a laugh from anyone who simply heard the tale without having seen it play out. The Demonic Beings who had so easily scaled the defensive walls—which no human could have accomplished—erupted in frantic screams and incredulous cries as they dropped from the walls and began plummeting to the ground. 


  The liquid flowed down the walls, trickling onto red cap hands and killer ape claws, robbing them of their grip on the wall. They slipped, flailing their arms as they all barreled into the giant leeches below. Some civilians on the walls tried to peer over—their curiosity piqued by the chaos, as it so often was—but the soldiers drew them back.


  “Don’t let your guards down! Prepare for the next wave!” shouted Bastian. The humans began to dip their buckets in the earthenware pot, filling them with liquid. The soldiers around them called out instructions, warning them to work quickly—yet cautiously, lest they spill anything—as they prepared for the next wave. They waited till the signal came, then once more upended their buckets over the walls. 


  The liquid they were pouring down the walls was typically quite expensive, but they had been able to make some thanks to surpluses in the capital. It was soap water.


  Soap made from the fat of monsters exterminated near the capital was typically both expensive and of poor quality. But no matter how shoddy the soap, it still made for quite the lubricant when mixed with water. 


  Since the Demon Lord’s return had led to an increase of monster appearances, there was an overabundance of soap. Using his knowledge from his past life when this world was just a game—and his knowledge from the refugee escort mission that monsters without a Demon Commander knew no commands beyond advance, retreat, and wait—Werner had suggested to Hermine that she may be able to buy time by bringing in surplus soap from the capital to make the ramparts slippery. Thankfully, water was much easier to access in Derschen than in the capital. 


  Just as Werner had predicted, most of the monsters tried to climb the stone walls once more. The killer apes slipped back-first onto the ground. Then, the giant leeches began to climb, angrily knocking the killer apes out of their way. The horde was likely acting under orders, but beyond that, the walls were packed with humans who could serve as their next meal. Under normal circumstances, they would have scaled the wall with ease, so they gathered, without hesitation, at the foot of the wall. 


  A few bottles were flung from the ramparts into the midst of the hoard. When they shattered upon impact, the monsters began to writhe in vexation. They shoved and stomped on each other in a frenzy to flee, and the trampled bodies of red caps and giant leeches leaked their vital liquids into the earth.


  The bottles contained Monster Repel. Had there been an ample supply in Derschen, the contents would have been scattered outside the wall to prevent the Demonic Beings’ advance.


  Derschen’s supply, however, was far from ample. Still, if the horde swarmed a single spot—and if Monster Repel was thrown into that crowd—the monsters would turn on each other in their desperation to flee, and chaos would ensue. And so the Demonic Beings fell like dominoes—to borrow a term from Werner’s old world—as they shuffled, shoved, and struck each other down to escape. It was bedlam.


   


  ***


   


  The monsters pulled back from the western wall in an attempt to flee the chaos, stretching out north and south along its length. The defenders had predicted this reaction as well. Having swarmed a single location, the horde now had to move in a single line to get around the walls. To head them off, the knights of Counts Fürst and Gahmlich—who had volunteered for the task—burst out of the southern and northern gates.


  Had the land been flat, the monsters could have split up to surround the knights before attacking. However, swarming together had hindered the horde’s freedom, and the shadow of the ramparts served as an obstacle. Only the monsters which had noticed the humans began to move, fighting in scattered clashes. The knights atop the bridge cut these monsters down one by one, so they could never muster more than a fragmented resistance. 


  After a few of these skirmishes, the monsters leading the charge had been all but wiped out, and the others had to jump over their fallen comrades to attack the knights, who remained unfazed as they once again mowed down the monsters. When one group of knights grew weary, they would switch positions with the knights in the back.


  While the veteran knights present were far from numerous, they fought an effective retreat, moving toward the gate between skirmishes, drawing the monster horde into position even as they thinned its ranks. 


  When the beating of a drum once again filled the air, the knights made a sudden dash—not toward the horde, but back through the open gates.


  Had the sieging army been human, even they might have assumed that the knights had caved under pressure and run, leaving the gate carelessly open behind them. And at that moment, the monsters were in such a state of frenzy that the only thought on their minds was breaching the city. They stormed through the gate without the slightest hesitation. Then, the air came alive with cries of fury. 


  The knights hadn’t retreated back into the city—rather, it was more correct to say that even they couldn’t. Countless wooden planks had been laid on the ground, nails jutting out of them, stretching out far as the eye could see. 


  While nails wouldn’t cause the Demonic Beings much harm, they could still be a nuisance. If the monsters couldn’t get the nails out of their flesh, they’d be forced to drag the planks along with them. But the real reason they were forced to stop was a wall set up before them, situated right past the gate and shaped like a U.


  From a structural standpoint, it was hardly worthy of being called a wall—rather, it was simply a series of sheets draped over a wood frame. The curtains had been soaked in Monster Repel, however, and desperate as the monsters were to get away from it, they’d had less chance of breaching it than an actual wall. 


  Those at the back of the swarm were still trying to push their way into the city, however, and since those at the front wouldn’t advance even an inch closer to the wall, they once more clustered into a crowd just within the gates.


  Peering through the gaps in the sheets, Mine watched with amazement as all this unfolded; everything had gone almost as Werner had foreseen. Despite his absence, he had correctly predicted which monsters would attack and had successfully halted their advance with the judicious use of Monster Repel, scarce though it was in the Kingdom of Wein.


  Of course, it was thanks to his knowledge from his previous life that he had predicted which enemies would attack, but that was a truth beyond what Mine was even capable of imagining. Naturally, she was awestruck.


  Had there been enough arrows in Derschen’s armories, they could have eradicated this monster horde with a fearsome volley. It had been a grave miscalculation to sell off so much of the city’s ammunition. 


  “Drive the monsters back! Keep up the attack!” Mine bellowed when she saw the monsters’ confusion. With her at their helm, the knights and foot soldiers grabbed their weapons and rushed forward at once. The knights of the Teutenbergs followed after them.


  The monsters on the front lines tried to retreat from the Monster Repel, while those at the back pressed on, eager to stuff their bellies with the city’s denizens. As a result, the monsters at the front were shoved forward, forcing them into battle in a weakened state.


  Mine decapitated a red cap with her sword. Groups of knights and foot soldiers worked in unison to pincushion targets with their blades. The valiant cries of the soldiers and angry roars of the Demonic Beings blended into a concerto accompanied by screams and despairing groans. At the southern gate was Mine, and at the northern gate was Lepsius, each leading their troops in vicious combat, Demonic corpses piling at their feet, drenching the ground in blood and viscera. 


  The knights of Houses Fürst and Gahmlich, who had led the horde to the city gates, at last returned from the eastern gate and joined the battles to the north and south. With fresh knights to replace the weary, it was easier for the defenders to hold the line. Still, it would have been well within the monsters’ ability to trample the defensive forces in their frenzy.


  The only things keeping their foes in check were Mine’s hard-won expertise from the refugee escort mission with Duke Seyfert, and her and her father’s experience fighting off the Demon Stampede. Just as Werner had predicted, this was just one part of the Demon army’s plan. If the Demons were behind this, the ones giving the direct orders wouldn’t be participating in the battle, but they couldn’t be too far away either.


  And given that prediction, Mine had posted a job at the Adventurers’ Guild on the very day she arrived, to investigate the surrounding area. Thus, she already had an idea of where they would make camp and had ordered a band of mercenaries to head to the area should the Demon army attack.


  She had also put together a backup plan in case the mercenaries failed to eradicate the Demons. But it doesn’t seem like we’ll have to resort to that, thought Mine, relieved, as she retreated to the back to issue commands. The Demon army no longer seemed to be acting in unison.
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  The mercenary band Bastian had employed were veterans. Many monsters had been posted near Derschen, which meant the Demons would be left unguarded. While the mercenaries suffered some casualties in the battle, they succeeded at eradicating the Demon horde.


  “We’ve done it.”


  “You were excellent out there, Lady Hermine.”


  “N-not at all. This was thanks to everyone’s efforts.”


  Once the monsters had begun to flee, the knights gathered around Mine to shower her with praise—under the mistaken belief that this strategy had been Mine’s idea. It secretly made Mine’s skin crawl, but as there was still a chance there’d be a second or third wave of attacks, she couldn’t reveal that the strategy wasn’t hers. Despite her discomfort, she plastered a smile on her face and accepted their praise. 


  No one could have foreseen what happened.


  Werner had predicted not just a siege on the capital, but the attack that would be launched on Derschen as a diversionary tactic. He’d presented Mine with several possible plans, though of course he couldn’t have accounted for their shortage of arrows or how that would hinder them from weathering an extended siege. 


  On the other hand, the member of the Demon army who had devised this scheme expected that soldiers would be lured out to reinforce Derschen, ultimately leaving the capital vulnerable to attack. However, once Bastian and Mine realized they lacked arrows and a drawn-out battle would be impossible, they had adjusted Werner’s plan and decided on an “offensive” defensive battle that positioned their foes’ main forces both outside and inside the city while a detached force eradicated the enemy leaders.


  As a result, the battle to defend Derschen had concluded in a single day, ending in a victory for the Kingdom of Wein before a messenger could even be dispatched to the capital. Thus, the kingdom’s army could defend against the Demons’ siege with the full strength of their forces. While this would have weighty implications, the kingdom wouldn’t realize this for a while yet.


   


  ***


   


  The taverns of the capital were always lively at night. While the topics of discussion might change from one moon to the next, on this particular night it was the incident with Viscount Vogel and Clara that was the talk of the town.


  Of course, the mysterious drug that had been discovered was kept secret from the public, but as adventurers had participated in surrounding their hold, the general story had already spread—and rumors were already embellishing the events.


  “Were they really so crafty? I bet Lord Werner’s furious.”


  “He’s truly a knight in shining armor.”


  If Werner himself had heard this, he’d likely have denied it ­vehemently, but such was his current reputation. In addition to what had happened with Clara, the fact that he had agreed to represent his friend, the Hero, in a trial by duel—inevitably courting the ire of other noble houses by doing so—had also vastly improved his standing in the people’s eyes.


  But more than anything, the public had a tendency to split the world into good and evil.


  “I heard the girl’s father was killed, and that her mother and little brother were taken hostage.”


  “Yup, and she was threatened into seducing Lord Werner and poisoning him. There are some truly corrupt nobles out there.”


  “And apparently that viscount or whoever behind the whole thing was in love with the Hero’s sister.”


  Sometimes, even favorable rumors could spread wildly. Somewhere along the line, the murder of Clara’s father had been added to the story, along with Clara having tried to seduce Werner. Even Viscount Vogel—not just Clara and Werner—would have been shocked to hear this. Lily’s involvement only further drove such embellishments.


  “And in the end, Lord Werner saved the family of the girl who had tried to kill him.”


  “Not just that, he took them into the safety of his family’s domain.”


  “I heard this from someone related to House Zehrfeld, but ­apparently that girl who had been threatened into poisoning Lord Werner confessed her love for him. He turned her down, saying he’s already got a fiancée.”


  “He sure is straitlaced for a noble.”


  I work for House Zehrfeld, but this is the first I’m hearing of this, thought Frenssen, shrugging his shoulders from his stool in the corner of the tavern. A lot of the rumors circulating the city had reportedly come from the mouths of people connected with House Zehrfeld itself. 


  Rafed, who was sitting across from Frenssen, jovially lifted his mug of ale into the air. “My, has Lord Werner gotten famous.”


  “Isn’t this your doing?” asked Frenssen, squinting at the man before him.


  Rafed shook his head. “Count Zehrfeld is the one spreading the rumors. The townspeople have merely taken it upon themselves to embellish them.”


  Frenssen looked shocked. Now, it was Rafed’s turn to shrug.


  The incident had improved Werner’s reputation. No longer was he just a man who’d fought a duel for Lily on Mazel’s behalf; now, he was also a magnanimous lord who had rewarded everyone with a hand in capturing the culprits with all the liquor they could drink. He even had a generous heart capable of ­sympathizing with and rescuing the woman who had made an attempt on his life.


  He was the very image of the kind of noble the populace desired, so much so that rumors of the “Wastrel Viscount” were called into question. It was now difficult for other nobles to use that as a point of censure.


  “I’m sure the perpetrators are quite panicked.”


  “Their name is still a secret, I presume.”


  “Once it’s revealed, they’re in for a storm of criticism.”


  Regardless of who’d been pulling the strings besides Viscount Vogel, the moment he was labeled as the perpetrator, it would become quite uncomfortable for him in the capital.


  Frenssen couldn’t help but think they had acted with poor timing in that regard, though Rafed thought differently.


  “On one hand, it feels like we’ve rid ourselves of future trouble.”


  “So we’ve cut off the head of the snake.” Frenssen nodded, assenting to Rafed’s opinion. Someone must have incited Viscount Vogel to take action. Discovering their identity was one of their goals, and both the incident itself and the rumors it begot would bring them closer to achieving it, at least in Rafed’s opinion.


  [image: ]


  “Will he avoid his usual haunts for fear of the rumors, or will he spread new rumors to drown out the old? Whether he confronts it or evades it, there will still be an observable change.”


  “So that’s why you’re going from pub to pub to catch the latest gossip.” 


  “Well, yes, but it’s also just fun,” said Rafed with a straight face as he handed over a sheet of monster-skin parchment. “I’m sure you’re aware of the incident with House Jhering?”


  “I am.”


  “Apparently, House Jhering was conducting trade with a certain country,” said Rafed, his voice falling to a whisper.


  Frenssen read what was scratched onto the parchment and scowled. “I see. I’ll report this to Lord Werner.”


  “Please do. We need our generous employer alive, after all.”


  While Frenssen scowled in silence, Rafed ordered another mug of ale as if he didn’t have a care in the world.


   


  ***


   


  Within a room in the palace, Duke Seyfert let out a chuckle as he read a report of the events surrounding Werner.


  The knight waiting on him flashed a curious look. “Has the viscount gotten up to something again?”


  “Oh, no. I was simply amused at how he chose to conclude things,” said Seyfert before briefly explaining the situation.


  The knight scowled. “Yes, the girl’s circumstances allow for some sympathy, but if the viscount is too easy on her, isn’t that going to come back to bite him later on?” the knight asked, not out of spite, but genuine concern. People who were too soft were often taken advantage of, after all. 


  Seyfert chuckled. “The viscount may indeed be quite soft, but there’s more to him than that.” When Werner had gone to arrest the perpetrator, Viscount Vogel, he hadn’t hesitated to use force. So while Seyfert couldn’t deny Werner’s soft side, he knew the young viscount could be harsh, as well. “He is the same with Miss Lily. Once he has taken someone into his fold, he fights ruthlessly against any who would harm them.” 


  They say that those who distrust others truly distrust themselves. People naturally flocked to those who stood by their decisions and held themselves accountable for their actions. Seyfert explained that what truly made Werner such a threat was not his intellect or perceptiveness, but the conviction that guided his actions and his willingness to bear their consequences. He ended his appraisal saying, “Should someone be foolish enough to treat Viscount Werner as if he were all softness, they will one day regret not thinking harder about him.” 


   


  ***


   


  There was much to do in the aftermath of the defense of Derschen. Mine started by seeing to the cleanup—first and foremost, the Demonic corpses—before meeting with the different parties with requests to make of her. Afterward, she headed for the room her father was currently using as his study to discuss the requests she was struggling to come to a decision on. 


  After enduring the uncomfortably adoring gazes of the knights, soldiers, and servants she met in passing, Mine finally reached her father, whom she’d informed of her arrival in advance. He was scowling at a parchment in his hands. 


  “Excuse me, Father.”


  “Mine.” She thought at first the pained smile she saw on her father’s face must have been a trick of the light, but it wasn’t. There was something in that face she couldn’t read. “Did you need something?”


  “O-oh, yes. I received a request from the people of this domain and was wondering how we should proceed.”


  The most troubling issue was the lack of funds, stemming from the calamitous losses the Teutenberg knight brigade had suffered during the defense of Finoy. Now that the Demon Lord had returned, it was especially important that the towns and villages be properly defended. The citizens understood this, but apparently, funds were running dry across the board. 


  “The most pressing problem is the decrease in funding for training workers in the making of handicrafts.” 


  “I see.”


  It usually fell to the guilds to train artisans in their craft, but they were not left completely to their own devices. Finding competent teachers and providing supplementary training funds fell within the purview of the local lord. Producing quality wares was vital to a domain’s economic success, so it wasn’t something to be handled carelessly.


  But according to the domain’s records, the Teutenbergs had reduced the funds for training artisans and used the money to rebuild their knight brigade instead. Though now, that seemed suspicious. Mine and Bastian suspected, rather, that those funds had been funneled away for other purposes.


  “It appears we need to look further into the flow of resources.”


  “Will we have to postpone our decision until we’ve investigated that?” 


  “For now, yes.”


  Given that Lady Teutenberg’s husband and two eldest sons had fallen in the war, it was unlikely that she had been spending the money on frivolity. From what he knew, Bastian had deduced that she had been dealing in illicit trade, though he didn’t know whether it was the Teutenbergs’ butler or House Jhering that had been in charge.


  “Then I shall tell them as much,” Mine said, agreeing with her father’s assessment. 


  “I believe we also must consider a contingency plan should that money be beyond recovering.” 


  “Yes, you’re right…” sighed Mine. Governance was annoying and required capital, but money alone couldn’t make up for a shortage of manpower. The Teutenbergs did nothing wrong, so Mine couldn’t complain. However, the amount of work that had been left to her was at least enough to earn a grumble.


  Mine shook her head and shifted gears. Seeing the envelope and letter opener on his desk, she asked, “Have you received any correspondence, Father?” Besides, she was curious to learn if they’d heard anything of note from the capital.


  Bastian, however, simply handed the letter over to her with what was practically a grimace. “Read for yourself.”


  “Very well.”


  Mine opened her father’s letter to find lines in a familiar hand. It was from her brother Tyrone, who was still in the capital. She was only a few lines in when she let out a gasp. “Viscount Zehrfeld is engaged?”


  “It appears so.” Bastian nodded.


  Mine continued to read to discover that this had yet to be announced, and that Tyrone had secretly heard the news from a “certain someone.” Considering he’d hidden their name, his source must have been a rather high-ranking noble.


  The letter mentioned that word had gotten out that Werner had decided to marry the younger sister of the Hero, a commoner, with Tyrone commenting, “It is pitiful and foolish that a noble such as he has made no effort to expand his influence in high society,” and “It must be his youth that spurred him to make such a decision. He is so beyond helping that perhaps I should give him some guidance.”


  Given how the letters seemed to jump around the page, Mine could tell her brother had been both excited and nervous as he wrote. But that was also what had her questioning the grimace on her father’s face.


  “What’s wrong, Father?”


  “Oh, I was just thinking this must be part of someone’s scheme,” said Bastian. He noted that it would be quite something if the viscount himself was the one behind it all. Mine didn’t seem to catch his meaning, so he looked her in the eye and said, “Viscount Zehrfeld announcing his intention to marry the Hero’s sister means he is removing himself as a candidate for Princess Laura’s hand in marriage.” 


  “Right.”


  “Furthermore, the viscount had been recognized by His Highness the Crown Prince and successfully defended Anheim. I’m sure he’ll one day be a man renowned for his talents with both pen and sword.” 


  “I’m sure he will,” said Mine, adding that the trial by duel had earned him much support from the people as well.


  Bastian nodded. “Most of the noble houses that resent the viscount are those hoping to take the princess as their daughter-in-law, and the viscount—the foremost candidate—has removed himself from the running. There will no longer be any advantage in shunning a man as skilled as he is in warfare and administration, and who has earned the recognition of the crown prince, besides.”


  Mine let out a gasp. Now that she thought about it, Tyrone’s letter seemed to lack his usual malice. He still looked down on Werner enough to call him foolish for choosing not to take Princess Laura as a wife, but he no longer spoke of him as if he were an enemy or a rival.


  “Viscount Zehrfeld will be treated differently from now on,” she said.


  “Rather, the houses that viewed him as an enemy will want to improve their relationships.”


  Some of those houses would take steps to earn his favor, while others would make a show of cooperating with him. Some might even try to curry favor with him so that he could commend them to Princess Laura. 


  But no matter what their intentions, Werner had put himself in a position where he could rely on those houses to cooperate with him, or maybe even submit to his orders, if they were of similar rank. Maybe even if they were of higher rank. 


  “Whatever authority the viscount is granted, very few will be able to oppose it now.”


  However, that would only hold if Werner’s accomplishments remained unchanged; he was already well-known for his talents. Even if he wasn’t to be betrothed to Princess Laura, he would likely climb the political ladder at startling speeds for a noble.


  “I hear that His Highness Crown Prince Hubertus is quite fond of the viscount. He’s already promised him noble rank for two succeeding generations.”


  “I’ve heard the same. Moreover…” Mine had forgotten about the incident since she didn’t think it was pertinent to their current situation, but she had heard from Annette that Laura had spent a night at the Zehrfeld manor while Werner was in Anheim, and that she and Lily had seemed quite close while they conversed.


  When Bastian heard this, his expression grew even more troubled. “I see. In that case, it would seem Princess Laura suggested ‘a low-born girl, but a good friend’ for the viscount’s fiancée, at least to all outward appearances.”


  It was a great honor for a noble to marry someone recommended by the crown. And given Princess Laura’s position in the church, no one would be surprised if she had friends outside noble society. This meant Lily had more to her credit than just being the Hero’s younger sister. And if Laura had made the recommendation, their marriage would be recognized as one “arranged by the holy woman,” making it more substantial than a marriage of mere political convenience.


  However, this also made it much more difficult for any faction other than the crown to take Werner into their fold. Interfering with a relationship backed by the second princess and holy woman would be a problem in and of itself. And given the details that Tyrone had heard, it seemed that some rather high-ranking nobles were actively involved in the matter.


  Thus, it was easy to imagine that this was preparation for Werner’s future promotions, as well as what would come after. While it wouldn’t quite beggar belief for Werner himself to have orchestrated such a plan, Mine thought it just didn’t seem like him to do so.


  Furthermore, it was Laura’s elder brother, the crown prince, who had suggested that Mazel and Laura stay at the Minister of Ceremonies’s residence. Even then, Hubertus had only told Laura that it was to “prove their faith in Viscount Zehrfeld’s family, the same headed by the Minister of Ceremonies.” Once Mazel and his party had left, one of Hubertus’s knights had asked him about his intentions for the future, and the prince had simply laughed and said, “Knowing my sister, I’m sure she’ll grow close with Mazel’s family as well.”


  While Mine still hadn’t grasped the whole picture, she understood enough to arrive at a question that practically flew from her mouth. “Is this a strategic marriage?”


  “It’s not uncommon for us nobles,” Bastain said, then went on to explain a noble’s perspective on the matter. “Relations born of love can crumble. On the other hand, bonds born of strategy sometimes produce couples that are the envy of all.” Perhaps it was memories of his own wife that made Bastian sound somewhat stern. He immediately reverted to his usual tone. “One of the most important aspects of relationships is having respect for the other. If Viscount Zehrfeld and the Hero’s sister respect one another, they’ll make a fine couple even if their relationship was spurred by political motives.”


  Her father’s words reminded her of something she had heard from Duke Seyfert, which was that “Nobles survive on advance payments.” If he had taken such painstaking efforts to ensure Werner and Lily’s union would have the proper backing, then… Mine shook her head.


  “I shall look into the matter of funding,” Bastian said at length.


  “Please do,” Mine answered, nodding as she stood up. She likely wasn’t aware of it herself, but her shoulders were slightly slumped as she left the room.


  Bastian’s expression was impossible to read as he watched her go. “So she hadn’t realized it herself.” In all honesty, Bastian had noticed that his daughter had mentioned Werner more frequently as of late, and that her expression softened whenever she spoke of the man.


  Bastian had undertaken many efforts to ensure his house would carry on. When his eldest son Tyrone had announced he wished to take the princess for a wife, Bastian had raised no objections, while purposefully delaying his response to offers of betrothal from other houses. In the case of his eldest daughter, Judith, he’d arranged a marriage with an influential noble house to deepen the relationship between their families. His one miscalculation stemmed from not knowing Judith’s personality.


  Of course, he had been searching for a method to improve their relationship with their neighbors, the Zehrfelds, and had considered a similar method, though he’d never voiced it publicly. Had Mine made more proactive efforts to grow closer to Werner, he would have aided her out of respect for her intentions. 


  However, Bastian did not mingle with bureaucratic families. In his view, the reason Werner had slipped from Mine’s grasp was her own assertiveness and the rigidity with which she held to her perspective as a lady knight. But above all else, he had to admit the problem was that he—like the rest of the kingdom’s martial ­faction—had underestimated the Zehrfelds simply because they were a house of bureaucrats, never mind that their head was a minister of the court. 


  While Bastian had some regrets about not welcoming Viscount Zehrfeld into his own faction, it wasn’t bad for him that Werner was no longer a competitor for Princess Laura’s hand in marriage. As Bastian put his son’s letter away in his desk, he shifted the gears in his mind, and returned his attention to the report on how funds had been reallocated in the wake of Count Teutenberg’s passing.


  At the same time, Mine was headed to talk with this domain’s citizens, her chest heavy with disappointment she didn’t fully understand. She stopped just once to gaze at the sky. How blue, she thought, while saying nothing, her tongue stilled by stubbornness even she was ignorant of.


  Mine didn’t want to consider the reason. With those complicated emotions in her chest, she carried on along her way, one step after another, to deal with the exhausting work that awaited her here in Derschen.


   


  ***


   


  We spent the day working in the underground library yet again, but once we returned to the surface, we caught word of a certain rumor. I decided to visit my father once I returned to the manor that evening to see what he knew about it.


  I may have been involved in the matter in question, but in this world, even involved parties were often left out of the loop, especially when those matters were political decisions made by their superiors.


  Still, what I heard was beyond anything I could have imagined. Apparently, House Jhering had betrayed their faction to align themselves with the crown.


  “The head of the family retired to take responsibility for his crimes, and his son—still in his twenties—assumed his title. Officially, the former Count Jhering retired due to illness, but once his son took over, he immediately submitted comprehensive evidence relating to the relationship between the Cortolezises and Jherings.”


  “They were quick to seize their opportunity, then.”


  Maybe House Jhering realized they were at a disadvantage, so they had jumped at the chance the crown had given them to turn their coats. Given all that had happened, it was difficult to view them in a positive light, but I had to admit they did what any sensible noble house would do. The evidence they submitted had been instrumental in the purge the crown’s allies had embarked upon. 


  “Additionally, the count’s younger sister—well, I suppose she is now the former count’s sister—married into House Gahmlich. It seems they had a change of attitude after the illness the Gahmlichs suffered.”


  “I had no idea.” Now that he mentioned it, I had heard about this relationship from Rafed. So, the Cortolezises were involved in the Gahmlichs’ assassination. House Cortolezis had decided to throw their underlings under the bus, so when the former count’s younger sister died, he was so incensed he jumped ship to side with the crown. 


  “The new count has sent presents to both us and Lily, though Lily’s gift was conveyed through Duke Seyfert.”


  “That’s surprising,” I said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. This was obviously a bribe. And considering the gift had come through the duke, it was clear he was rather aware of the whole situation and wanted to find common ground—or really, strike a deal.


  At the same time, they probably chose to course the gift through an intermediary precisely to make it a spectacle of public apology. To put it in terms of my old world, it was like reaching a settlement not through court, but through lawyers.


  “What do you think?”


  “I am not too pleased about the situation, but if the royal family has accepted them, then there is nothing else we can do.”


  “Indeed.”


  But we could neither trust them nor let our guard down. Rather, we needed to treat this with all the caution appropriate to a ceasefire. 


  Plus—and I do say this with some sarcasm—I couldn’t be the only one the crown favored with a unique position. The crown seemed intent on using anyone close to Mazel—like me—for their benefit. If that was true, then however contradictory it seemed, they’d want to utilize House Jhering just the same, and to those ends, they were likely figuring out what to do about the relationship between House Jhering and House Zehrfeld.


  If this was a game, everyone would end up acting in a way that benefited the main character. But in reality, each individual move would set off a domino effect. The balance of power in high society was complex, so you couldn’t go jumping to conclusions. I thought politics was annoying, but I guess I wasn’t the main character of this world anyway.


  “Any news about the poison-like substance in Viscount Vogel’s possession?”


  “I should have word on that at a later date.”


  In other words, he was telling me to stay out of it for now. This was probably the crown trying to look out for me. If I had been involved from the start, whoever had prepared all that poison might have focused all their attention on me. As we hadn’t identified the mastermind behind it all, it was smart to divide our foes’ forces to avert some of the danger away from those investigating the matter.


  “We know that the second son of House Cortolezis has absconded to their domain. The eldest son’s whereabouts are unknown, but we are not certain he has left the capital either.”


  “That makes sense.”


  I kind of understood what he was getting at. The eldest son was the one causing problems, so he was probably their main target.


  I wasn’t sure whether the eldest and second sons had truly managed to escape, or if the crown was deliberately letting them run free for now. But my father was a minister, so he probably wasn’t going to let any secrets slip. Regardless, once the kingdom had enough evidence to demand the second son be turned over to them, House Cortolezis’s response would prove a turning point in this fiasco.


  “Any other news?”


  “We’ve had some people come crying to us, begging us to intervene.”


  That’s a wicked look you’ve got there, Father. Getting people ­indebted to you to strengthen your faction’s position was an old trick in this world, and I could probably leave that to my father. I would just have to hope that his efforts would give House Zehrfeld extra forces to call on during the siege on the capital.


  In that case, the most pressing issue was the church. Just as I expected, it seemed like things weren’t going too well on that front.


  “They insist that investigating the temples is their responsibility.”


  “I suppose that makes sense.” I couldn’t help but sigh. I understood what he was trying to say, but it was turning out to be quite a pain. From what I could tell, it wasn’t just the chancellor and crown prince involved, but the king himself. Still, the walls around the temples were just too tough to crack.


  The temples enjoyed some degree of extraterritoriality, and while that wasn’t true of all religions, it was pretty common. Spiritual institutions were often places of asylum that stood outside the jurisdiction of laws, just like the enkiridera of Japan’s Middle Ages—temples where women with abusive husbands could seek refuge. Given that trials by duel were an accepted practice here, it was clear that institutions of law were not especially sophisticated. Thus, it was in some way necessary to have places where citizens could seek refuge when in danger.


  While you’d think the king’s word was absolute law, medieval worlds—actually, medievalesque better described this world—but anyway, such places absolutely needed safe havens outside the reach of the law. 


  Of course, the fact that religious institutions had their own armies played a significant part in guaranteeing their autonomy. In my old world, there were plenty of historical cases where the government managed to exert authority over such sanctuaries, thus depriving them of their autonomy. But before that, they were self-governed, in-state dominions that were difficult to encroach on.


  From my perspective—that of a man reincarnated from no less than Japan of the twenty-first century—I didn’t really think much about all this, but I was vehemently opposed to using force to impinge upon religious sanctuaries or their governance. The main reason Japanese people were largely indifferent to such things was that during the Warring States period, Oda Nobunaga had waged war on a subset of religions, resulting in over ten thousand deaths that helped spur the separation of church and state.


  But even in Japan, enkiridera existed until the Meiji period, and such places of refuge were an absolute necessity in medieval societies. Thus, religious institutions were granted that privilege as long as they didn’t oppose the state.


  “If the state’s relationship with the temples turns sour, the people will be dissatisfied with us.”


  “Right.”


  Temples weren’t just places of worship. They also served as hospitals. This world’s medical practices were quite rudimentary, so even royals had to rely on the temples if they fell ill. Naturally, this meant nobles and commoners alike were happy to give the church special treatment, particularly if they had family members who had been saved by the church—or rather, by the magic of the clergy. Many felt like they couldn’t oppose the church or had no intention of doing so in the first place.


  And all that aside, most ordinary ministers serving in the countryside were sincerely dedicated to helping their communities. If the kingdom and church came into conflict, it would unfortunately be these earnest clergy who would be hit the hardest. 


  Exploiting trivial pretenses to crush your opponents was a despot’s game, and if the kingdom kept up its iron-fisted approach, we’d ultimately end up the losers. They really didn’t understand sociology, huh?


  The fact that Laura was a holy woman recognized by the church further complicated the situation. If the throne’s brusqueness with the church compromised Laura’s standing as holy woman, there were a fair few nobles who’d turn against them. She was quite the muse, after all.


  Which reminded me, I wished I could tell these nobles to butt out of Mazel and Laura’s relationship, but that’d be difficult—especially for those nobles with vested interests. No matter their personal feelings, this was the sort of thing that could spell a house’s future, after all. 


  “Not to mention, the church is not a monolith.”


  “You’re right.”


  There was no avoiding a worsening feud between the church’s noble factions and its low-born ones. People who coveted power often used religion as a path to it, and once they attained such power, they would seek to expand it beyond the church. Those who had just gotten their first taste of power often proved the most troublesome. 


  Grand Priest Reppe was helping us uncover the rot within the church, but his rival faction’s members likely wouldn’t cooperate. For that matter, even people within Reppe’s own faction might sabotage the investigation if they had a bone to pick with him. 


  We’d have more options at our disposal if the entire church opposed the crown. After the events at Finoy, however, the High Priest was solidly on the kingdom’s side. If he asked us to leave it to him to clean up the church, then forcing our involvement would only turn him against us. Unlike games, relationships couldn’t be solved with a single click.


  Still, discussing the matter within House Zehrfeld alone—especially in just my father’s office—wouldn’t solve anything. Thankfully I got some new intel to work with out of it. I figured that counted as a win for the day.


  While I was thinking that all over in my room, I decided it was time to test what I had noticed the other day. I told Frenssen to prepare things so I could run the experiment tomorrow. He left the room only to immediately return, his face pale.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “Priest Kaempfer’s body was just discovered.”


  I didn’t jump to my feet, nor did the blood drain from my face, but I still found this an unpleasant shock. First it was the Gahmlichs, and now yet another party involved in the trial by duel had been killed. 


  These incidents were beyond obvious. They were clumsy, as if someone who knew nothing about subterfuge was bumbling around behind the curtains. Almost as if they wanted us to know there was a mastermind behind all this. Hmm…


  “Was it suicide? Homicide?”


  “There were apparently no visible injuries, though that much is just hearsay.” 


  “Got it. Sorry, but I want you to look into this tomorrow too.”


  “Understood.”


  If we had social media or the internet, getting more information would be a breeze. But not in this world. I decided to put the matter aside for now.


  Chasing down hazy rumors would only lead me into danger. Before anything else, I needed to make sure my intel was reliable. 


   


  ***


   


  It was another day of attending to public duties, which in this case meant meeting with Duke Seyfert to discuss the capital’s defenses. I also needed to inquire about the status of the matter I entrusted him with earlier, so this was perfect timing.


  Given the day’s agenda, I took only Neurath and Schünzel with me to the castle. But as soon as we entered, we discovered a figure who seemed to be waiting for someone in the hallway. He approached as soon as he saw me, putting Neurath and Schünzel slightly on edge.


  “We’re inside the castle. Relax,” I told them.


  “Right…”


  Despite my words, I didn’t recognize the man. Considering his build, he had to be a warrior. He was tall too; walking next to him would definitely attract attention. Since he had no guards, he must have been quite confident in his own skills. 


  “You are Viscount Werner Von Zehrfeld, yes?” The way he said it suggested he was pretty sure but just needed to confirm.


  “I am. But who are you?”


  “Apologies for my rudeness. I am Anshelm Zeagle Jhering.”


  “Ah, so you are the new count. My apologies.”


  So, this was the new Count Jhering. He had a cold handsomeness to him, and if this was an anime, I was sure some acclaimed “cool” voice actor would be portraying him. He seemed to be about ten years my senior.


  Considering he outranked me, I had been kind of rude.


  “I wanted to speak with you,” he said.


  “Of course.” He’d been lying in wait for me. What could he possibly want to talk about?


  “I’ll keep this simple. Why don’t we become allies?”


  “Huh?” I inadvertently let my confusion show. Count Jhering was one serious guy.


  “I want you to be my right-hand man. For your age, your talents are exceptional.”


  I was silent, but not because I took offense. In fact, you had to be this brazen to survive high society. Still, did he really jump ship then scout me for his new team after everything that had happened?


  “I believe you have connections to House Cortolezis, no?” I asked.


  “There is no reason to stay aboard a rotting carriage.”


  A “rotting carriage” was this world’s version of a “sinking ship.” But this guy really told it like it was. I could tell Neurath and Schünzel were somewhat put off.


  “Would you truly allow me that privilege?” I pressed.


  “I put family before faction. I was thankful that a little flattery could put money in my house’s coffers, but carrying dead weight doesn’t bode well for my house’s future.”


  So he was the kind of guy who cut ties as soon as the money stopped flowing. I mean, wait. Was he saying he’d been leeching off House Cortolezis until now? He wasn’t really being subtle here. 


  “I recognize your talents. If I am going to make allies, naturally I’d pick ones with bright futures.”


  “I understand that. However…”


  I subscribed to the same principles, but that was the only thing I agreed with him on. And I didn’t see much of a future for this guy.


  On the other hand, I guess if he was breaking ties with the Cortolezis faction, that meant that Count Jhering felt the need to build a faction of his own. And first, he set his sights on House Zehrfeld, a bureaucratic house.


  “I am sure you will be quite busy once the Demon Lord is defeated,” he continued.


  “…What exactly do you mean by that?”


  “If I stand with you, I stand with the Hero. With him leading our forces, we will have a great advantage over enemy nations in battle. I am sure you will soon be sent to the front lines time and again, giving you plenty of chances to distinguish yourself in battle.” 


  Thank God Lily wasn’t here. I could tell even I was losing my poker face hearing this guy talk about Mazel like he was just some weapon.


  He must have noticed the change in my expression, as he shrugged and said, “Our nation has thought that far ahead. Naturally, commoners are obligated to work for the sake of the kingdom. It would be in your best interests not to overextend yourself on behalf of a commoner, even if he is the Hero.”


  “Thank you for the warning.”


  Coming from a noble of this world, there was some wisdom to it. But wasn’t it a bit presumptuous to think all of Wein shared his view? Plus, if Mazel still had to fight even after he defeated the Demon Lord, that wouldn’t be for this guy’s sake, or even mine.


  The fact that the kingdom always operated on the assumption they’d be invaded was so… Well, I guess there were generals and politicians who thought that way in my old world too, operating under the nonsensical theory that just because their nation was powerful, it was only proper that lesser states obey it. You could find examples in the Roman Empire, the Chinese Empire, and even the British Empire. Recently, even America had followed the same principle, sticking their hands in other countries’ business, which invariably came back to bite them. For some reason or another, people convinced of this notion popped up throughout all of history.


  “I understand you are the sort of man willing to extend mercy to criminals. Oh, but do not be mistaken. I have no intention of laying my hands on the Hero’s sister. I think it’s only natural for a noble to keep a concubine or two. In fact, I think you are smart for it.”


  And he apparently thought I myself saw Lily as a tool as well. I decided this guy was my enemy. Frankly, it was astounding that he could say all that without wanting to pick a fight with me.


  But considering he even knew about Clara, I couldn’t resort to violence. I was glad my father had taught me not to let my emotions spur me to rash actions. 


  “I am resolved to attend to my domain once the Demon Lord is defeated, so I unfortunately cannot meet your expectations.”


  “You would abandon a chance to distinguish yourself?”


  This muscle-head seemed genuinely confused. Not that it surprised me to know that cads like him existed. 


  “The Zehrfelds are not so rich that we can fund campaign after campaign. I bid you farewell, then.”


  I was proud of the restraint I showed in closing our conversation with something other than “Out of the way, asshole.”


   


  ***


   


  Afterward, the duke heard my tale in his office and chuckled. “Count Jhering barked up the wrong tree, I see.”


  “What do you mean?” I could tell those words came out a little sharp, so I made sure to cool my head a bit.


  The duke’s eyes were still smiling. “He views you as a rival. By quarreling with you in public, he’ll end up drawing in those nobles who’ve kept their distance from you.” 


  “I see…”


  “There are still some who consider you the top candidate to be Princess Laura’s future husband. Thus, many are searching for some fault in you,” said Duke Seyfert, adding that Count Jhering’s desire to make me his right-hand man was likely genuine.


  In other words, he had fully intended to honor his allegiance with me if I’d agreed to be his right-hand man but had also already planned to rally my enemies around him if I’d refused. 


  “It is most effective to ignore such characters. You were right to not fall for his taunts.”


  “Thank you for the kind assessment. Then you mean to say he was putting on an act?”


  “He may truly hope to drag Mazel onto the battlefield.” I was shocked to hear that the top brass had spent a lot of time and ­energy discussing that very subject lately. When I told Duke Seyfert this was the first I’d heard of it, he turned to me with a perfectly composed expression and said, “It would be even stranger should you be informed on what those of us at this nation’s center are discussing.”


  “Yes, you’re right.”


  Yup, I was still young enough to be a student, after all. My position was that of a section chief, to put it in terms of my old world’s corporate ladders. If you thought about it, I’d advanced a little too far in the world for my age, which meant I wasn’t in a position to directly hear what was being discussed during leadership meetings. Still, this sounded pretty suspicious.


  “Now that the kingdom has chosen to back Mazel, there are many who will share Count Jhering’s views.”


  “Won’t that only invite fear and mistrust from our neighbors?”


  “Precisely. His Majesty and His Highness know that bringing the Hero to the battlefield will strike fear into not just our foes, but our neighbors as well. However, some naturally let the promise of immediate profit cloud their senses,” said the duke, adding with an exasperated shrug that persuading those nobles to another course, or even just brushing off their overtures, had taken a shocking amount of time and energy. 


  Then he segued into a burgeoning issue. “Some of Deritzdam’s nobles have been dispatching secret messengers, you see.”


  “The Deritzdam nobles?”


  “They wish to make Princess Laura Deritzdam’s queen.”


  “Huh?” I almost let out a “What the hell do you mean?” but the duke went on to explain, and the more I heard, the clearer it was that this ran much deeper than I had imagined.


  “In other words, the royal family of Deritzdam are idiots,” I concluded.


  “You seem to be in quite the sour mood today.”


  Sorry, I accidentally said the quiet part out loud. Still, Duke Seyfert didn’t deny my words.


  “Then they wish to bring in a foreign queen so that no matter who becomes the next king, she won’t pose any problems?” 


  “Apparently, a certain noble of Deritzdam has also fallen in love with Her Highness after seeing her traveling with the Hero’s party.”


  The Demon Lord’s still strong and kicking! Don’t go thinking with your crotch! Ugh, my head hurt. But the duke was right; Laura’s face would be known far and wide by now. It would be careless to think only Mazel would become a target. 


  It was easy to assume that the majority would try to eliminate anyone they considered too much of a threat, but it was also natural that some would try to bring that threat over to their side and use them to their advantage. Plus, the stupider someone was, the more likely they were to think they had a chance of manipulating such a person.


  It would be one thing if the ones making such overtures to Princess Laura were royalty themselves, but the messengers were being sent by minor nobles. They probably meant to borrow Wein’s influence to launch a political coup and would definitely use the holy woman to consolidate power if they succeeded. 


  “It is also likely that there are some among their nobility who, believing Wein has its sights set on Deritzdam, wish to curry our favor. Once His Highness assumes the throne, Deritzdam will be a sister nation of Wein.”


  “Will that truly be the case?”


  “No one in Wein will see it that way, to be sure. Other nations will simply view it as Wein subsuming Deritzdam, which would only lead to more problems in our relations with them.” 


  Deritzdam was never depicted that way in the game, so I didn’t really know much about the subject. Still, it seemed like Deritzdam’s royal family was weaker than Wein’s, with most of the country’s power in the hands of its other nobles. The previous king’s younger brother, in particular, was now quite a popular duke, whose standing made it hard to predict how their political situation might evolve over time. 


  “However, having neighbors in a united front is only as unpleasant as having neighbors who cannot agree upon anything.” 


  “Yes, I can understand that.”


  If a nation was sundered in two, the fire could spread next door. If the Demon army led to more refugees—who then flooded into our borders—the financial burden would be phenomenal, no matter how large and powerful Wein may be. 


  Apparently, the top brass and His Majesty were quite busy investigating the domestic affairs of our neighbors, deciding how to respond, and what they would need to prepare in order to carry out that response. I hadn’t noticed any of that.


  “It is not lightly that we have prioritized one issue over the others, and I regret that those burdens now fall to you.” 


  “Not at all.”


  I guess from a governance standpoint, that really did have to take priority. I accepted that I would, consequently, have to take care of the odd jobs they couldn’t attend to. I just prayed they’d put an end to all this soon.


  “Next, let us discuss the situation you are dealing with.”


  “Right.”


  It’s not like I can do anything about diplomacy, so just stick to updating me on the things I actually can affect, won’t you? 


   


  ***


   


  In any case, it was clear something was going on behind closed doors. That thought hung in my mind as I waited for Duke Seyfert to speak. When he finally did, he had his eyes trained on a piece of monster-skin parchment. 


  “I shall put this frankly,” he said. “Some hold grudges against you over lost profits and other financial affairs.”


  “Right.” Huh? Did I do something? The explanation was one I would have never seen coming. 


  “The weapons and armor you’ve made available by delivery through the Merchants’ Guild are quite surpassing in quality. They’ve made it quite impossible to turn a profit on the equivalents that were previously sold here in the capital. We have received some complaints.”


  “I remember making a different request of the Blacksmiths’ Guild.”


  “The complaints are not from the blacksmiths, but the merchants who delivered their wares. Fees for delivering to the knight brigade alone are quite exorbitant.”


  “Oh…”


  The Merchants’ Guild wasn’t a monolith either, after all. Those who had been making a tidy profit on transporting goods as part of the guild probably thought I acted out of hand. 


  I thought there was probably a conflict within the Merchants’ Guild centered around Mr. Bierstedt, but I guess one of those stray arrows had come flying toward me. I hadn’t been expecting that.


  “Then there is the issue of Princess Laura’s possible suitors.”


  “I really hope that misunderstanding gets worked out quickly.”


  “Duke Gründing thinks quite highly of you, and for someone around the same age as Her Highness, your accomplishments are quite exceptional.” 


  Not that I wanted to have those accomplishments. And wasn’t it Duke Gründing who asked me to make a name for myself in Finoy in the first place? I knew my place, so I really hoped the duke would resolve that misunderstanding for me.


  “And there is also the matter of the Hero’s sister.”


  “What about Lily?”


  “That with such a beautiful commoner at your side, you’ve been blessed with two great beauties to call your own.”


  “Give me a break.”


  I really wished others would stop getting jealous over delusions they’d cooked up in their own heads. Just as it was dawning on me that Count Jhering hadn’t visited just to provoke me, I noticed Duke Seyfert’s expression had turned somewhat exasperated. 


  “Putting all jokes aside,” he said, “there are many who long for Her Highness’s hand in marriage. You are an exception for wishing to make Miss Lily your legal wife.”


  “I understand your point, but Lily is special to me. The princess is beyond my reach anyway.”


  “Yet it is because of that very attitude and your accomplishments that ever more rarefied houses are willing to take you in as son-in-law.” 


  I’d accidentally run my mouth, but the duke completely ignored it. After hearing all that, I could no longer object. Still, I thought Mazel and Laura made a good couple, so I had no intention of getting in their way.


  I mean, my accomplishments were practically nothing if you compared them to defeating the Demon Lord, but I could still somewhat understand Duke Seyfert’s point, given that Mazel hadn’t actually vanquished the Demon Lord just yet. Then an idea struck me. “What are His Majesty and His Highness the Crown Prince’s thoughts regarding Laura?”


  “As nobles, they are constantly considering how to best utilize her—even in the worst sense.”


  “Worst sense? What do you mean, exactly?”


  “You have full faith that Mazel will defeat the Demon Lord, but many do not consider that a foregone conclusion.” 


  I shivered. He was right. My confidence in Mazel’s eventual success was grounded in the game’s story, but merely the fact the crown prince was still in perfect health already meant that story was unfolding quite differently here. It was totally reasonable to fear that the tide would turn against Mazel, especially for anyone who didn’t know how the game unfolded. 


  “At the present, every nation has its own problems to tend to, so vanquishing the Demon Lord has been left entirely to Mazel. But should he perish, his death would become a unifying cause. Knight brigades from all nations would band together in common cause to defeat the Demon army and thereby avenge the Hero and the holy woman.” 


  “So that’s how far ahead you’re thinking.”


  “We have been meeting discreetly with representatives from neighboring lands to agree on the conditions under which we would be duty bound to mobilize our knights.”


  While I had full faith in Mazel, I still understood why the kingdom was making these preparations. Though it was pretty upsetting they were operating under the assumption that Mazel would lose.


  Wait, so that’s how it was! I could tell my poker face was starting to slip. “So that’s why you’re keeping Lily in the capital.”


  “If we were to lose the Hero and holy woman, we need a symbol to stoke the fires of vengeance within our warriors’ hearts. There is no reason to look so displeased.”


  “That’s quite the tall order, Your Excellency.”


  I finally understood why Duke Seyfert was the one responsible for the Harting family. Ensuring Mazel’s loyalty to Wein wasn’t the only reason these nobles, ranking just below the crown, had taken a direct hand in protecting his family. They wanted to make sure that even should Mazel perish, they would have a figurehead to rally the kingdom around. And the trial by duel had been a perfect opportunity to bring her into the public eye just in case Mazel fell in battle.


  “Your ire is justified. But even we have full confidence that Mazel will vanquish the Demon Lord.”


  “I understand your thinking as leaders of this country, but as an individual, it does gall me.” 


  “That is perfectly all right. Given our station, we have no choice but to approach Mazel and Miss Lily with an eye to politics, but that is exactly why we need someone who can approach them as people, as you can.”


  I heaved a dramatic sigh, since as far as I could tell, Duke Seyfert meant what he said. His Highness the Crown Prince and the duke needed to act as royalty and nobles, and approached others from that standpoint. But at the very least, they weren’t the type who would abandon their comrades—though they would wring every possible advantage out of them. 


  Machiavelli, a politician of my old world, once said something along the lines of “A leader must be both feared and loved,” and maybe being both feared and trusted wasn’t far off the mark. 


  But Machiavelli didn’t matter. Considering that the duke had told me of the kingdom’s contingencies straight to my face, it was clear the kingdom was weaving such plans around Lily, even if they considered them a last resort. All I needed to do was work hard to make sure things didn’t come to that.


  “I believe I understand the matter. Thank you for answering my questions.”


  “Of course. But let us return to the matter at hand. What do you think of the current situation here in the capital?”


  “Excuse me?” He was asking something weird again. I was aware that the Demon Lord’s return had created all sorts of problems, but I got the sense that wasn’t what he was referring to.


  “Quite honestly, I believe the issues we’ve sidelined are turning out more consequential than we could have ever imagined. It’s imperative we be more vigilant.”


  “Right.”


  “Once we began purging disloyal noble houses, we discovered links to a certain organization. We must focus our attention on it, and not for good reasons.”


  “I see. And what exactly is this organization?”


  “It appears they call themselves Sarg. To put it simply, they claim the end of the world is near.”


  What? A group of doomsayers?


  “The Demon Lord was once defeated by a Hero chosen by an oracle from God. Thus, the Demon Lord’s return must mean that God has abandoned us. That is the logic that underlies their belief.”


  Oh. I guess that in any world where God actually exists, there would always be some who jumped to the conclusion that God had abandoned them. To a nonbeliever like myself, it was pretty obvious from the start that God wouldn’t be jumping to our aid, but I guess in a world where he was evidently present, the return of the Demon Lord was way more shocking than I could ever imagine.


  And for some reason, a certain amount of doomsayers would naturally appear. It was hard to suddenly believe such theories, but even in my old world, there had been a cult that sacrificed a virgin to avoid a calamity when Halley’s Comet approached in 1910.


  To be honest, I thought people were free to believe whatever they wanted, but for some reason, those types tended to attack anyone who didn’t share their beliefs. 


  “Now I know such deranged individuals exist, but what of them?”


  “We once believed there was no reason to make enemies of them, but their philosophy has begun to spread.”


  “This again?”


  “Now that the Demon Lord has returned, nobles have begun to vie against each other for power, and in their squabbles they have neglected the governance of their domains. For the people, that alone is more than enough to earn God’s displeasure.” 


  Ugh. I mean, rather than debauchery, there were also those in power doing their best to deal with these matters.


  “Slander of the government is a fact of life. Even should we solve ninety-nine problems and leave a single one unsolved, there will be those who will remember the failure while overlooking the successes.” 


  “I suddenly want nothing to do with politics.”


  “Which would be impossible. You’d best abandon that wish.”


  Um, could you not cut me down immediately like that?


  “People will scoff at the law and break their word without a ­second thought. The world will drown in the pleasures of liquor and narcotics, and murder will no longer be counted a sin. Criminals will abound. All this and worse, Sarg claims, will come to pass until at last God abandons this world entirely, and it falls to ruin. Oh, that is right. They also claim people will lose all sense of value in their work.”


  Hmm? I, the winner of the trial by duel—which was rooted in a fake letter from Mazel—could be interpreted as belittling law. Those “narcotics” were probably the ones involved in the incident with Clara and Viscount Vogel, and there were even disputes over power happening as well.


  I mean, at any point in history you might find one or two of those problems, but things started to get weird when they cropped up all at once like this. And I’d just ignore that last part about work and its value.


  “It’s almost as if someone is deliberately inducing these problems to spread those beliefs.”


  “His Majesty thinks the same, and it is quite unsettling that this philosophy has gained purchase among our noble houses, even if only a few. That is why he took the initiative to unmask them.”


  Even in my old world, the elite tended to be susceptible to mysticism. Maybe it was easy for them to get caught up in these heterodox beliefs because they had so much free time.


  “What makes this difficult is that we have no way of identifying those who subscribe to these beliefs in private.”


  No one could determine what was truly in someone else’s heart. Even the intelligent could wholeheartedly believe in strange cults and doomsday conspiracies. Oldman Uwe would probably say something like “Brilliant minds each shine a different light.” 


  Basically, some who seemed smart could still subscribe to this apocalypticism. Conversely, you could say that even those praised for their intelligence could act in outwardly stupid ways. No one was immune to zealotry. 


  “This just occurred to me, but Count Jhering isn’t a believer, is he?”


  “Given that he is attempting to incite power struggles on purpose, we cannot say for certain, which is exactly what makes this situation so vexing.”


  If the count was a believer, then we could expect, based on his attitude, that he’d make a spectacle of such power struggles even if it meant his own downfall. I guess you could consider this some sort of thought terrorism.


  Yup. This was going to be a pain, and it’d be a fight completely unlike ones we had faced before. But there was something else that had caught my attention.


  “Do you think the believers may betray us to the Demon army?”


  “It is certainly possible that those who preach the impending end of the world would secretly collude with the Demons.”


  The kingdom had taken measures to prevent the Demons from invading the capital, but they had ruled out the possibility of humans colluding with the Demons, as doing so would mean certain death.


  But if that human had already abandoned all hope in the world, then death would mean nothing to them. It was quite possible that traitors in the capital were already leaking intel to the Demon army, though we didn’t know what methods they might be using. 


  But what bothered me more was the obvious, childish, and haphazard plot that had been playing out over the past few days. It seemed like they didn’t even care if others realized what they were doing. Perhaps these things were all connected. 


  “Could this be a scheme of the Demon army?”


  “I also think that a likely explanation. While it is a matter of the Big Bird versus the egg, they want us humans to believe the world is ending.”


  “So they’re deliberately spreading this doomsday theory.”


  “‘Doomsday theory’? A strange term, though I understand your meaning.”


  Oh, right. I guess the phrase “doomsday theory” didn’t exist in this world. But that wasn’t what we were discussing, so whatever.


  “Do you have any ideas to offer, Lord Werner?”


  “Not this time.”


  The biggest problem was that my viewpoint on this matter was two or three steps removed from the people of this world. I didn’t believe in God, and I thought this doomsday theory was ridiculous. Plus, I was already convinced Mazel would prove victorious against the Demon Lord.


  Judging the matter logically, I just couldn’t understand those who subscribed to this apocalypse idea. Though I was pretty sure those at the center of politics in the kingdom shared my sentiments.


  “Understood. The kingdom shall deal with this matter. I ask that you stay vigilant as well.”


  “I shall.”


  While they weren’t the majority, I had earned the resentment of some rich merchants, and the envy of a certain group of nobles. Plus, there was a terrorist organization out there stirring up trouble, and some of them even believed the Demon army would prove victorious. To them, I was nothing but an obstacle.


  There was no way I could handle all of that, and my one saving grace was that the kingdom had decided to handle this matter themselves. I had no choice but to have faith in them and leave things completely in their hands. I would just keep an eye on my immediate surroundings.


  “I understand. Now, about our plans to defend the capital.”


  “Indeed. I have an update for you regarding that matter as well.”


  And this was just as important too. Really, my work just never ended. 


   


  ***


   


  A short while earlier—just as Anshelm was bitterly watching Werner walk away—someone called out to him from behind.


  “Lord Tyrone, yes?” he answered.


  “Long time no see, Lord Anshelm… No, I suppose it’s Count Jhering now.”


  While Anshelm was an old friend to Tyrone, he’d nonetheless inherited his father’s title of count, so the heir of House Fürst was quick to correct himself.


  “No need to trouble yourself over that. Please, just treat me as you always have.” 


  “I don’t really think I can do that when others are around, but… Is that Viscount Zehrfeld?” Tyrone switched tack the moment he caught sight of Werner disappearing in the distance.


  Anshelm followed his gaze and nodded. “We had a chance to talk. He may have his talents, but one can hardly call him smart considering his relationship with the Hero’s sister.”


  “Well, he’s still young. His emotions will naturally get the better of him at times.”


  While Anshelm didn’t show it, he was surprised by Tyrone’s nonchalant response. As long as he’d known him, Tyrone had always spoken ill of anyone more distinguished than he was. 


  “What do you think of the viscount?” he asked casually.


  “I’m no fan. But as a noble, he’s not my enemy. Though I have no intention of losing to him when it comes to the sword.”


  Anshelm was silent. Tyrone’s attitude was what you’d expect from a member of the martial faction, but even as he nodded along, he felt a twinge of disappointment that Tyrone didn’t see Werner as a foe. 


  The Zehrfeld and Fürst domains were neighbors. Had Werner graciously accepted Anshelm’s invitation to his faction, he’d ­intended to use Tyrone and House Fürst to keep the young viscount in check. But given Tyrone’s current attitude, that was looking less like an option. 


  Had it been just half a year earlier, Anshelm’s plan would have likely come to fruition. It no longer seemed feasible to have Tyrone rein Werner in—let alone pull his strings—given the change that had come over his friend. Anshelm didn’t know what had inspired that change, but whatever it was, he had to give up on that plan. 


  After they bade each other a brief farewell, Anshelm made to leave the palace, all the while pondering how to adjust his strategy. An unmarked carriage bore him to his manor, hidden from the eyes of other nobles. 


   


  ***


   


  Once more, I didn’t reach home until late in the night. I’d scarcely handed Lily my coat when Norbert approached me. 


  “Welcome home, Lord Werner.”


  “Something the matter?”


  “Yes. You have received an invitation,” he said, handing me an envelope.


  An invitation? I thought as I cut it open and perused its contents. I was shocked, and I could hardly not be. My first impulse was to head right out the door, but after what I’d heard over the course of the day, I figured walking brazenly around town, unaccompanied, might end up upsetting some people. 


  “Call for Neurath and Schünzel,” I told Norbert and Lily. “I depart immediately.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  “What about your dinner, Lord Werner?”


  “I’ll likely have a light meal there. Actually, do you want to come with me?” I showed Lily the name of the person who had sent the letter.


  After a stunned moment, she shook her head. “No thank you. I don’t see my name listed as an addressee, after all.”


  “I guess you’re right. Sorry for asking.”


  “Not at all. Farewell, then. I’ll be awaiting your return.”


  Once Neurath and Schünzel arrived, I immediately set out. Our nighttime jaunt took us to the doors of one of the finest restaurants in the capital, where I presented my invitation. It must have been curiosity that prompted even the employees of such a genteel establishment to try to glimpse my face.


  Regardless, I was ushered to a private room in the restaurant without issue. 


  “Sorry to keep you waiting,” I said.


  “Don’t worry about it. I’m sorry for calling you out here so suddenly.”


  I offered a greeting to those gathered and bowed, even if that order was backward. I was glad they all seemed to be all right.


  Just a year ago, I could never have imagined I’d one day be meeting with the Hero’s party in a place like this.


   


  ***


   


  I first extended my courtesies to Princess Laura and then waved back at Feli.


  “Neurath, Schünzel, you may rest in the other room.” In high-class restaurants like this, dining rooms usually had an adjoining chamber where attendants could wait—especially rooms like this, which were typically reserved by nobles for private meetings. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Neurath and Schünzel, but given who it was that had invited us, I figured they’d have a hard time relaxing in here.


  “Is that truly all right?”


  “Let’s be honest. If some hoodlum tried to jump me here, would they be any match for Mazel and his party?”


  Laura had likely picked this establishment, which meant it was probably soundproofed. And even in the unlikely event that we were attacked, Mazel and Luguentz alone were stronger than twenty of me. With that thought in mind, I urged the two to make their exit. That seemed to convince them.


  After watching them leave, I bowed to Laura once more, but since she asked me to enjoy myself, that’s exactly what I planned to do.


  “It’s rare to find you guys at a place like this,” I said.


  “We thought drawing too much attention to ourselves here in the capital could be a problem,” answered Mazel.


  That made sense. If they had visited my manor now, there’d be no end to the messengers knocking at our door, bearing invitations from the palace and other noble houses. But I guess high-class places like this were discreet about their clientele. 


  Incidentally, owners of inns, restaurants, and the like had the right to arrest anyone within their premises, just like how it was during the Middle Ages of my old world. This applied to inns as well, where criminals might hide for a night. They cooperated with the kingdom and the guilds, so that if a foreign spy ever appeared on their premises, the owner had the right to seize them and hand them over to the guard corps.


  As a result, high-class places like this were surprisingly secure, and unlike the inns in town, they usually had bouncers on premises. Still, many joked that this right to arrest saw the most use against rowdy drunks. After all, causing a ruckus in the sort of dive where adventurers hung out wasn’t usually enough to get you arrested. 


  “Sorry, Werner. I know I really caused you—”


  “You didn’t. It was no trouble at all.” I really didn’t want any apologies. I had acted entirely of my own accord during the trial by duel. I’d just try to forget that I was dancing on the palm of the kingdom’s hands.


  “For one, I couldn’t stand such bullshit rumors myself.”


  “Then let me say this much: Thank you.”


  “If that’s how you’re putting it, I accept.” Not that I really needed his thanks in the first place. When dealing with Mazel, you’d just end up going in circles if you didn’t give in at the right time. I ignored Laura’s giggling. Now that I was thinking about it, I had used the word “bullshit” in front of a royal, but there was no taking that back now.


  “Did you come all this way just to tell me that?”


  “That’s not the only reason we’re here, but at the very least it’s the reason I’m here.” 


  “You’ve gotta loosen up a bit.” I had maybe put that too plainly. I decided to clear my throat and start again. “So? What’s the current situation?”


  “We left Deritzdam, traveled to Salzanach via Triot, and are staying in Forum, a town nearby Subritz.”


  Salzanach was a nation on the Kingdom of Wein’s western border. Subritz was the first town to fall to the Demon army, and while I knew some game scenario happened in its ruins, I had never heard of Forum before. At the very least, I didn’t remember the name. Considering the domain of House Zehrfeld didn’t appear in the game either, it was probably safe to assume it was one of those towns that went unmentioned in the game. 


  “You’re pretty knowledgeable, so we were hoping you’d have some intel on Subritz, Werner.”


  “Right…”


  I glanced at Oldman Uwe, who didn’t so much as look up from his tea. This old man sure was intent on keeping his mouth shut. I was even starting to lose faith that my memories of the game were accurate. 


  Still, I tugged on those strings of recollection to see what I could find. “I’m pretty sure it’s the Fiend of Flames who’s there. This is just a guess, but fire magic will likely heal him, so it’s probably best you don’t use it.”


  “Really?” asked Luguentz. Oh, that’s right. They had just recovered the Sword of Flames from the dungeon in Deritzdam. It’d still come in handy until they encountered the boss.


  “It’s just a guess. I’m also pretty sure Salzanach’s capital is safe, but the forest that leads to the capital is practically a maze, so be careful.”


  “Got it. We’ll hire a guide on the way.”


  Though if they could simply do that, it’d fly right in the face of the game’s design. Hmm…


  For now, I gave them a few other warnings, like how to prepare for Wandering Monsters, though with what little I remembered, that was about all the advice I could give. Maybe my memory seemed so much worse lately because I had too much on my plate.


  “Thanks for that,” Mazel said once I’d exhausted what little insight I had to offer. “We’ll be careful. But this is the real problem at hand.” Mazel pulled out what looked like a box. Inside was a black crystal, and for some reason, it seemed to have the same mysterious, disturbing air to it as the Demon Commander core I had once seen.


  “What is this?”


  “Do you remember how I defeated a Demon during the Demon Stampede?”


  “I could never forget.”


  “This looks a lot like the crystal that Demon was carrying.”


  I studied Mazel’s expression. He didn’t seem to be joking. And as I had no reason to doubt his memory, that could only mean this was indeed a crystal of the same kind.


  “I saw the crystal back then too,” Luguentz chimed in, “so I’m certain Mazel’s right. While the one I saw was shattered, they’ve got the same unsettling air.”


  “So you also think they’re related. Where’d you find this?”


  “Within Subritz. Uwe said he had something to tell you about all this.” 


  I turned to Oldman Uwe, who nodded. “I have seen something quite similar before. First, the box.”


  “The box?”


  “Originally, such boxes were used to erect monster-repelling barriers. They are magical items meant to prevent monster invasions—or more precisely, the magic circle within the box is meant to do so.” 


  Apparently, the crystal inside was an energy source. You could probably consider the magic circle an electric circuit, and the crystal a battery. Plus, the crystal that served as the energy source had probably been replaced by something. No, that wasn’t quite right.


  “Is this black crystal reversing the effect?”


  “I believe so. If these black crystals manipulate monsters, the effect they exert is likely attraction, rather than repulsion.” 


  “You said you’ve seen something quite similar before. Is that…?”


  “Indeed. Were you to enlarge the crystal held within, you would achieve the sort of barrier that exists underneath the capital.”


  I glared at the black crystal. In light of what I already knew, that could only mean… 


  “Then the monster-repelling barriers are also vestiges from the ancient kingdom.”


  “Indeed. At least those of this type.”


  “There are others?”


  “Some barriers are built with contemporary techniques, though they pale in both efficacy and size in comparison to those from the ancient kingdom. Most now living know only of the contemporary models.”


  Huh. Still no proof that supported my theory, but it was coming together, nonetheless. “I’ve never seen the one in the capital, but what would happen if the monster-repelling barrier there were to be refitted with one of these black crystals?”


  “Then it would likely bring countless monsters under its sway, perhaps even all of them.” 


  But even the Demon Lord probably couldn’t create a crystal as large as the one beneath the capital. At the very least, it’d be pretty difficult. They might need a specific material to make them too.


  And just as the Demon army had apparently repurposed Record Stones as cores for their Demon Commanders, perhaps they’d found some way to put these monster-repelling crystals to a different use. 


  Their goal was to recycle—or plunder, really, though it was still recycling in the end. Since players of the game could plunder Demons and steal their armor, I guess it was fair trade. 


  But I still had no idea why the Demon Lord needed the crystal beneath the capital. At least, that was my first impression, but now an idea was taking shape in my mind. To form a united army of monsters, they needed mid-level commanders. Now that the Four Fiends and Demon Commanders were falling one after another, they’d be increasingly reliant on those mid-level commanders. For the Demon Lord, stealing and repurposing Wein’s barrier was a desperate measure to restructure his army’s command.


  Consider the existence of “monster-summoning flutes.” The ancient kingdom must have known some method for gathering monsters, which made it even more likely that the Demon army was well-versed in ancient kingdom knowledge and technology.


  Plus, I finally understood why Duke Seyfert was anticipating an attack on the capital. He must have known about the crystal powering the monster-repelling barrier and recognized the resemblance it bore to the crystal Mazel recovered. In that case, the siege on the capital would target the barrier that protected the city, and what lay at its heart.


  If my theory was correct, then there really was no need to inform me. It was practically top-secret information, and as long as we proved successful in defending the capital, none of that had to concern me. It wasn’t like we could use it as bait either. It wouldn’t change a thing, so there was no point in me knowing it. I mean, I had no intention of passing the knowledge on, either.


  But in that case, the royal capital will… That’s right. For a moment, I questioned whether it was okay to bring this up, but ultimately decided Mazel and his party deserved to know. “Actually,” I said, “there’s a secret room hidden beneath the capital.”


  “Huh?”


  “What was that?”


  It wasn’t just Mazel and Laura who were shocked; Oldman Uwe was too. It was a rare sight.


  “I’ll explain, but please keep this to yourselves.” I described the secret passageway, and the room to which it led, which we believed was a tomb. I also told them about how the ceiling had crumbled, making it impossible to investigate any deeper. 


  “Then what lies beyond remains a mystery?” asked Uwe.


  “We have no way of investigating it. Do you have any ideas?”


  “Were it me, I’d simply blast my way through with magic.” 


  And what are you gonna do if that only makes things worse? Uwe’s answer left me at my wit’s end. This old man never took half measures, did he? 


  Just as I felt a headache coming on, Laura tilted her head and said, “A secret passageway, you say? Now that you mention it, the treasure vault always struck me as quite strange.”


  “Strange?”


  “I’ve only entered it once, but…it’s quite disorderly, as if wasn’t originally meant to store treasure—as if someone just happened to fill a storeroom with shelves, and those shelves with treasures. It almost seemed like the treasure was there for no other reason than there was nowhere else to put it.”


  Huh. Didn’t the library seem the same way?


   


  ***


   


  We were served refreshments just then, so we put our conversation on pause. Apparently, they had been waiting for my arrival to eat, which made me feel a little guilty. But since we couldn’t continue any secret discussions, we decided to play it off with some light conversation until the waiters finished bringing our food.


  There was salad, lamb, deer, horse, rabbit, and some sort of poultry which I think was pigeon. Each was roasted, stewed, or whatever else have you, making for a lavish meal. There was even meat jelly. However, each plate was quite small, probably to forestall any rumors that the Hero’s party was full of gluttons. Though they’d dropped in unannounced, the presence of Laura, a royal, meant that the restaurant couldn’t cut any corners with the dishes. It must have been tough on them.


  Such thoughts hovered at the back of my mind as I listened to Mazel and the others spin tales of their heroic adventurers. While I didn’t remember the layouts of each dungeon, the traps and monsters they described matched my memories of the game. Still, that I remembered this game so clearly was quite suspicious in itself. 


  Anyway, I pretended to poke fun at Feli while he proudly recounted how he had discovered one of these traps.


  “That’s right,” Erich interjected suddenly. “There was a lot of talk about you in Triot, Viscount.”


  “Huh?” I couldn’t help my dumbfounded expression. He further explained that there were some villages and towns in Triot that had just managed to survive, and they thought highly of the Kingdom of Wein for deposing the Demon Commander that had ruled over Triot.


  And for some reason, my name was spreading too. But why?


  “Viscount Gröllmann and Baron Zabel have been at the center of efforts to bring aid to these towns, and they’re quick to mention your name,” said Laura.


  “But I’ve got nothing to do with that aid.”


  “I am sure that from their perspectives, all the information coming in from Wein alongside the relief goods was quite transformatory,” added Erich.


  I didn’t know how to react. I mean, I didn’t even know there were any efforts being made to support Triot.


  Still, the refugees couldn’t stay in Wein forever. There were just too many of them. Wein had suffered at the hands of the Demons as well, and the kingdom’s budget was being pushed to its limits. Once the Demon Lord was vanquished, we’d have to get everyone willing to return to Triot to do so. It was the only plausible solution. 


  In terms of public safety, it was also better to revitalize Triot’s ruined lands than to let bandits make a lair of them. The only reason Wein hadn’t resettled the region itself was because it lacked the capacity to. This was true in terms of both finances and personnel, since we were stretched thin on both counts revitalizing our own lands. If we had the people, I wouldn’t be so busy right now. That was something I could personally vouch for.


  With refugees still pouring in from Triot, it was the whole kingdom that would suffer—and not just me—if we couldn’t rebuild the fallen nation. But I hadn’t realized such efforts were already well underway.


  “When the Demon Commander still lived, even the towns with barriers lived in fear of an attack. But now that he’s gone, they no longer need to worry,” Erich continued.


  “It’s easy to forget here in the capital, but for small towns and villages out there, it’s a huge thing just to be able to sleep soundly at night,” added Luguentz, and I had to agree with him. Yeah, that’d be a game-changer for the townspeople. I could definitely understand that.


  “They’ve been receiving aid from Anheim as well, so it is only natural that your name has spread,” said Erich.


  “Honestly, I just find that a nuisance,” I answered on instinct, my expression perfectly serious. Yeah, no doubt the people of Anheim and the adventurers that used it as their base were contributing labor to these aid efforts, but I never wanted to be famous. Plus, Anheim’s gates had been breached, and the Demon Commander had made it inside the city. We had been just one step away from total defeat. Had Mazel and the others not arrived, I’d almost certainly be dead.


  “I’m sure those in Anheim take pride in this fact.”


  “I’ll just forget about that.” Though I was perfectly aware that this meant running from reality. “My father’s a count. If I get too famous, it’ll be nothing but trouble for him.”


  “Really?” interjected Feli.


  I didn’t really want to discuss such mundane matters, but whatever. “Things get complicated if I’m promoted any further. My father’s a court minister, so he has to remain a count. When a new generation takes over in a count house, the former head also must renounce his title of minister.”


  “Oh. Huh.”


  “While I can accept monetary rewards, I wouldn’t have a retinue of retainers if I were to end up in a separate noble house.” And it wasn’t just that; there was a chance someone suspicious could wiggle their way into whatever retinue I’d end up assembling. I didn’t have the time to deal with spies or assassins, much less terrorist organizations.


  “I’d be one of your retainers!” Feli exclaimed.


  “I’ll make sure to pay you well when that time comes.”


  “You better keep that promise!”


  I killed a bit more time bantering with Feli, but once the waiters had finished setting the table, we returned to our earlier discussions. I explained the current state of my efforts, but still…


  “Investigations of the underground are our most salient problem. We can do nothing if they fail to progress,” said Oldman Uwe.


  “And it does not seem easy,” added Erich.


  “Well, it is the underground, after all,” agreed Luguentz. I wasn’t sure how I exactly felt about our lack of progress in the library, but the best word was probably apologetic.


  I explained the current state of political affairs, stressing that I would take responsibility for these matters in the kingdom and that they should focus on defeating the Demon Lord. And I definitely didn’t notice a smile touching Laura’s eyes as I went on with my speech. Nope, didn’t happen. 


  “Werner. If the capital risks being attacked, wouldn’t it be best that we stay here for the time being?”


  “No. The Demons likely won’t make their move as long as you’re here.”


  They probably planned to launch their siege while Mazel was away, which meant the capital should be safe as long as he was here. However, it was even more likely that other areas would be attacked during that time, leading to more losses overall. Worst-case scenario, there’d be more ruins of once-nations and once-towns. The Hero’s party needed to make defeating the Demon Lord their top priority. In fact, I was ready to use the capital as bait and face the Demons head-on to ensure Mazel could act freely.


  “Our investigations so far have turned up one thing I want to look into, and I was planning to spend the night running some experiments related to that.”


  “Sorry about that,” Mazel said.


  “Don’t worry about it.” I wanted to meet with him myself, so I wasn’t bothered. Oh, but maybe it was best to say this while I had the chance. “This isn’t directly related to you, but y’know Mazel…”


  “Hmm?”


  “I’m dating Lily.”


  Mazel’s face first registered a look of surprise. Then, a grimace. Laura, right beside him, seemed terribly interested, though. Girls really loved this sort of thing, huh? Luguentz and Feli perked their ears up as well, while Erich simply smiled. Oldman Uwe, on the other hand, didn’t seem interested at all. That tracked.


  “I see,” Mazel said at last. “Got it.”


  “You sure are nonchalant about this.”


  “He’d definitely react differently if it was anyone but you, Werner,” Luguentz quipped.


  Mazel grimaced once again. “I just have no reason to be wary of you.”


  Both brother and sister really needed to be less trusting of people. It was making me worry. Still, if he was going to trust me, I needed to live up to his trust.


  “So? What led up to this?”


  Uh, for now, I’d have to figure out how to fend off Laura’s overeagerness. 


   


  ***


   


  We finished exchanging intel and decided to bring our other discussions to a close. I had full confidence in Mazel and his party, and they trusted me as well. Since we had no misgivings about each other, we only needed to live up to each other’s expectations.


  Those were the thoughts on my mind as I walked through the nighttime streets of the capital. Neurath and Schünzel’s eyes gradually grew sharper as they began to grow wary of our surroundings.


  “Let’s pick a less populated route. We’ll only get in the way of others.”


  “Understood.”


  Having noticed, quite easily, that we were obviously being tailed, we turned purposefully into a back alley. We hardly needed to wait for the first figure to show itself.


  “Werner Von Zehrfe—.” 


  As my opponent called my name, I drew my lance from my magic bag and thrust it forward, cutting his spiel short. He collapsed to the ground spurting blood.


  He must not have expected me to resort so readily to drawing steel. The pack of assailants trying to surround us stopped in their tracks, silent. Neurath and Schünzel didn’t hesitate to cut them down. 


  “Don’t get into any one-to-one fights! Cut one down then get to the next one!” 


  “Yessir!”


  “Understood!”


  Our opponents weren’t just oozing with bloodlust—it was practically gushing from them. So there was no need for warnings, nor for holding back. Considering they had surrounded us, there had to be more of them than us. Therefore, we eradicated them in a series of preemptive attacks.


  My opponent swung his sword, but I knocked it clear and struck back with a quick thrust of my spearhead, folding him over. Judging by the way he hung heavy on my lance, he was probably dead.


  Beside me, Schünzel deftly switched positions with his opponent before cutting of his arm.


  “Agh! Be brave! Cut them down one by—”


  “Too late!” My thrusts were strong and fast. I knew these guys couldn’t be good news, so I swung my spear in a fierce arc that vanquished three of them. I had no intention of taking anyone alive. Neurath and Schünzel also had three kills between them. Once six silent bodies lay crumpled at our feet, the rest of the group ran.


  “Shall we pursue them?”


  “No, we don’t need to.”


  They could be luring us into another trap. More importantly, though, they likely had no motive beyond causing a disturbance. If we made too much of a scene, we’d just be playing into their hands.


  “They just want to make it so that people hear that I was attacked tonight. So for the record, nothing happened. Got that?”


  “Yessir!”


  “Understood.”


  The ambushers carried no identifying articles, so I instead inspected their weapons. Their blades were coated with something, though I couldn’t tell whether it was poison or a paralyzing agent. I decided to take one with me and submit it to the crown.


  “Did they know where you’d be coming from?”


  “Who knows?”


  The kingdom was keeping a close watch on the Zehrfeld manor, which meant the area was likely safe. But it wouldn’t be odd for there to be lookouts stationed in other areas. There was no point dwelling on these questions, though, so I decided to just stay vigilant and carry on. 


  “You two should stay the night at the manor.”


  “Thank you.”


  Lily would be worried if she found out, so I decided to pretend like nothing had happened when I got back. I figured I should regale her with Mazel’s stories in his place. I was sure she’d be eager to hear them. 


   


  ***


   


  Neurath, Schünzel, and I kept our eyes peeled all the way back to the manor but encountered no further signs of subterfuge. Still, I needed to refine my plan a bit further. 


  “Welcome back, Lord Werner,” Lily greeted me upon my arrival.


  “And glad to be back. Neurath, Schünzel. Don’t get changed just yet.” 


  “Yessir!”


  “Right.”


  I handed Lily my coat and had a maid prepare rooms for Neurath and Schünzel. Then, gathering the others, I explained our situation. I drew up a report as I did, then handed it to Norbert.


  “Sorry to impose,” I said, as I handed it to him. “And take good care of Neurath and Schünzel.”


  “Understood.”


  We’d resolved the attack without causing a commotion, but it didn’t change the fact that we’d been attacked. There were bodies left behind, and I’d have to report that to the authorities. To be safe, I decided to send word by a different route than the usual and assigned Neurath and Schünzel to guard the messenger in case he was attacked. The rest could be left to the authorities.


  “Oh, and I’ll be borrowing the back room, Norbert.”


  “Understood. Frenssen has already prepared everything.”


  I could see Norbert’s unasked “Are you up to something again?” in his eyes, but I decided to ignore him. I was just testing out a ­hypothesis I had put together from reading shelves upon shelves of magic books. Not like anything was going to blow up. Not likely, anyway. I mean, nothing wrong with a little trial and error, right?


  “Sorry, but could you help me out?” I asked as we reached the back room.


  “Of course,” said Lily, looking incredibly excited.


  “Understood,” responded Frenssen, who conversely looked quite worried. There was a large array of tools, after all, including magical ones. Though from the perspective of someone from my old world, this looked more like a science experiment made for elementary schoolers. I felt like some middle-aged man in a lab coat and glasses was about to walk out with a cardboard vortex cannon. If there was some soapy water on the table and a video camera facing that, the scene would have been perfect.


  “Can’t say I’m too familiar with these magic tools, but it’s not like they’ll go haywire or anything, right?”


  “I believe you alone, Lord Werner, could drive a magic item to effects well beyond its function,” said Frenssen. Lily seemed quite shocked to learn I had caused a magic item to rampage. I guess I never did tell her. For commoners, magic items were high-ticket items, so they’d never use one that way in the first place.


  “As long as I can maintain control over it, it’s fine. First, place a wind item in a bag and seal it off completely. Once we activate the magic item, we won’t need to touch it again, right?”


  “Right. Once it’s activated, the magic stone will keep it going.” 


  “In that case, seal off the bag as soon as you activate it. Lily, could you use that water item to fill a cup with water?”


  “Of course. I didn’t know there were magic items that could produce water.” 


  Even just glass cups were pretty rare outside noble manors, let alone magic tools for making water. As she filled the cup with water, Frenssen answered her implicit question. “The amount of water that it produces is quite paltry compared to the power it draws out of the magic stone, which has discouraged further research into such magic. And even then, the water it produces is unpleasant to drink, relegating it to use in washing and cleaning. Yet another reason few wish to study it.” 


  “But I’m sure there are many ways clean water could be put to use…” Lily was right, but social standing fundamentally changed the way you looked at this. Nobles only supported research into matters that benefited them. Since nobles never wanted for water, having privileged access to it even during droughts, they simply had no interest in researching magical tools that could create it. 


  If the knights or garrison needed such items, perhaps things would be different. But as of now, they weren’t hard-pressed for water, either. Perhaps that was partly because standing armies were as small as they were during the Middle Ages of my old world. Once we advanced to the point where nations were fielding armies with hundreds of thousands of soldiers, maybe that research would finally progress.


  The fact you could create tangible matter from nothing made me question what had happened to the law of conservation of mass. Maybe that was the reason this was so inefficient. Furthermore, if my hunch was right, then I had a good idea as to why this water tasted so bad. But that meant there was nothing we could do, and we’d have to consider other uses for it.


  Separately, I had a bucket prepared, filled with water that had been boiled then left to cool.


  Eventually, the bag containing the wind magic item began to balloon. Yeah, watching a bag that had been sealed tight seemingly balloon of its own accord was way more surreal than I’d expected. 


  Meanwhile, I lit a candle with a lighter-like fire magic tool.


  Once the bag had ballooned enough, I directed the two to segue into the next phase. They were to open the bag and flip it over before the outside air could enter it. Then, I would have them hold it for a bit, until I signaled them to let it go. 


  The two seemed baffled but followed my orders nonetheless. I collected the magic item that fell from the bag. Then, I used the fire magic item to create a heat source underneath the open bag.


  “Leave it as it is for a moment.”


  “What are you trying to do?”


  “You’ll see soon enough.”


  Even I had no idea what would happen. But just as that thought passed through my mind, the inside of the bag suddenly began to rise. I gave my signal, and once the two had released their hands, the bag began to float up. Lily and Frenssen looked up in shock.


  “It’s floating?”


  “What’s happening, Lord Werner?”


  “Oh, well… To give a crude explanation, hot air weighs less than cold air. You’ve seen dried leaves dancing in the air above fires, right? Once you fill the bag with hot air, it acts the same way.”


  Just like a hot air balloon. But since explaining buoyancy in detail would be kind of annoying, they’d have to content themselves with the simplified version. Plus, my brain was already at full capacity pondering other things, so I didn’t think my brain cells had it in them to explain, anyway.


  The bag was made with a material heavier than plastic, so the second I deactivated the magic heating tool, it dropped quickly. I snatched it before it could hit the ground and took a whiff of the air inside. It had no smell.


  “Um, Lord Werner? You’re frowning…”


  “Yeah, well…” Yeah, that’s not a real answer, I thought as I swished the magically created water around in my mouth. It didn’t taste good, but it was still drinkable. I could be certain of my hypothesis if I examined its components, but this world unfortunately didn’t have the technology I’d need for that.


  This time, I placed the tip of the fire tool in the bucket, submerging it in water before activating it. Seeing a ball of fire erupt from a stick submerged in water made for an odd sight. It was the sort of thing that could only be accomplished using CGI in my old world.


  I used my left hand to submerge some straw, but the fire didn’t spread even when I held it right up to the flames.


  I was completely clueless when it came to the laws of magic, but it seemed my predictions had been correct. There was something special about this world that couldn’t be explained using knowledge from my past life. Well, magic obviously fell into that category, but this was something else.


  I deactivated the fire tool. Then, I took the candle in one hand, floated it in the water, and flipped the now-empty cup over to cover it. This was going to take some time, so I decided to question the other two while I held the cup in place. “Lily, Frenssen. What do you think magic stones are?”


  “Um, they’re objects you get when you defeat monsters, right?”


  “I believe they’re essential for powering magic items…”


  In the game, monsters would drop money, but not in this world. Instead, you would obtain magic stones, which worked like dry cell batteries for magic. You could then sell them for money. Thus, you’d get the same result—money from monsters. You could say that the game just condensed the process, but that wasn’t the ­issue here.


  “I experimented on them before, and the results suggested that there were two types of magic.” I succinctly explained my previous hypothesis that magic could be divided between human magic and nature magic.


  Lily tilted her head. “Then which powers magic items?”


  “Exactly.” That was what I wanted to know. “I think my previous hypothesis is correct, though incomplete, seeing as it can’t explain magic stones.”


  At first, I thought this protomagic that Oldman Uwe talked about was what made magic stones, but that didn’t explain why they could be found within monsters but not humans. The simplest explanation was that there were three types of magic: human magic, nature magic, and stone magic. But that would be strange considering that all monsters had magic stones within their bodies, but not all monsters could use magic.


  “Basically, something’s off here, but I don’t know what.”


  I glanced at the cup. The fire on the candle had gone out, and the waterline in the cup had risen above its surroundings. Water had been sucked into it. Frenssen and Lily goggled at the sight. Could I explain what I knew?


  Something really was odd here, like natural laws had been cobbled together.


  “Hmm…” I groaned as I examined the experiment’s results, deliberately ignoring the questioning looks Lily and Frenssen were throwing my way. But really, how was I supposed to explain that the air pressure in the cup had changed relative to the air outside when carbon dioxide had entered the water, while using medieval-level knowledge alone?


  But most importantly, there was something fundamentally odd at play, which meant giving them such an explanation would only confuse them even more. In fact, even I was slightly confused.


  “Lily, write down what I’m about to say. I can’t get things perfectly straight in my head, so I’ll clean it up later. And write down my words exactly, even if you don’t know what I mean.”


  “R-right.”


  Once I finished rattling off orders, Lily took a seat in front of the monster-skin parchment I had prepared in advance. Frenssen sat next to her, probably to check her notes. I left that to them and narrated what had caught my attention.


  “To light something on fire, you typically need fuel, air, and heat that exceeds the substance’s flash point. That was why the straw couldn’t catch fire when submerged.” I decided not to specifically name oxygen in this world, but otherwise this was what was known as the fire triangle. 


  If you had an oxidizing agent like gunpowder, you could do without oxygen. But the fact fire had been created and maintained underwater where there was no fuel or air should have been impossible, as far as I knew. It could only be explained by “Well, that’s just magic.”


  I could only guess at this point, but I had to assume the fire magic item managed to light the candle by exposing it to heat past the flashpoint. There had been a transfer of heat energy.
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  “Icicle magic creates ice where none was before. All these icicles are made of clear water free from impurities.”


  There were magic items of earth, water, fire, and wind. In other words, fire, wind, and earth were all separate, and fire created by magic items resulted in the mysterious phenomenon of something made entirely of 100 percent fire, as bizarre as it is to say that. I wasn’t sure if “phenomenon” was the right word to describe magic, but it did the job.


  Similarly, blizzards and icicles created by offensive magic were pure ice and water. Magic items reproduced magic as is, so the water created by magic items also had to be 100 percent water.


  “Occasionally, people suffocate while working in mines. Records from those incidents note that the air was contaminated, which is what led to those incidents.” 


  But I wasn’t sure whether this was due to an abundance of carbon dioxide, or a noxious gas leak. I couldn’t look into that now, and I doubted the records made such a distinction. Nor could I revisit the scenes of those incidents.


  So this was all still a working hypothesis, but even so, the air created by the wind magic item was an absolute mystery when considered in reference to the 100 percent fire and 100 percent water created by magic items.


  “The candle didn’t go out inside the bag. It got lighter when the heat increased. The gas produced by the magic item seemed to be the same as normal air.”


  Noble manors had air conditioners that were powered by wind magic items. It was also thanks to them, probably, that the air in the underground library didn’t go stale. Perhaps it was thanks to magic wind items surviving from the ancient kingdom that the Hero didn’t suffocate in the game’s dungeons.


  However, if the substance produced by magic items prevented such accidents, then it couldn’t be 100 percent oxygen or 100 percent carbon dioxide. I had no measurement tools, so I couldn’t investigate this, but I was quite certain this air had to be totally devoid of moisture. 


  Then what was this substance produced by these magic items? The answer was 100 percent air, which was a complete enigma from my perspective.


  “Earth magic items are used to repair roads, as they create earth that’s resistant to weeds.”


  Earth magic items were reserved for use in construction, so I couldn’t immediately get my hands on one to experiment with. But what these items produced was an even greater mystery.


  As far as I knew, there was more than one type of earth. Depending on the terrain, it might consist of some mix of quartz, feldspar, and other minerals. I had no clue what the exact definition of “earth” was in my old world, but whatever the specifics, I couldn’t imagine it clarifying the concept of 100 percent earth. 


  But if fire, water, and air were produced independently, it’d be weird if “earth” was a single mineral like quartz. Thus, there was likely some substance besides minerals that could only be described as “earth” in this world. If that was true, I’d just have to acknowledge that even after I’d called it home for so long, this was truly a world different from the one I’d known. 


  “The candle went out inside the cup. Without air, there can’t be fire. On the other hand, fire created by magic items can exist within water.”


  While fire produced by magic items didn’t conform to my previous knowledge, some aspects of it did. A coal dust explosion had happened, and there must be something akin to carbon dioxide in this world considering water had been sucked into the cup. But that contradicted the idea of 100 percent air.


  It was only during modern times that carbon dioxide had been discovered in my old world, and thus this world seemed to be ignorant of it. I couldn’t be certain that it even existed in this world, really, but since it wasn’t the main focus of my investigations, I decided to put that matter aside for now.


  “In other words, the fire of a candle and the fire produced by magic items look the same, but they’re different. Then what about water? Is the water produced by magic items the same water I’m familiar with?”


  The taste of water was dependent on the impurities and minerals it contained. This was just a guess, but water produced by magic items likely existed but didn’t activate any taste receptors. The strangeness of something sitting on our tastebuds without stimulating taste was likely why we interpreted this water as tasting so bad.


  On the other hand, 100 percent water wouldn’t introduce germs or bacteria when used to clean wounds, which would be useful. But I’d put that aside for now. For one, I’d need to investigate further to confirm if magic water was truly free of pathogens. 


  “Magic items can be produced, and magic can be cast repeatedly. Both offensive and healing spells can be taught. In other words, they can be replicated.”


  That meant replication was a law of magic. On the other hand, laws from my old world—like the fact hot air was lighter—still applied as well.


  The fact that God had written both the Book of Scripture and the Book of Nature was one of the tenets of scholasticism in my old world, but apparently, this world had both laws of nature and laws of magic. Actually, maybe there was one more.


  “At the same time, is the fire produced by magic and that produced by magic stones really one and the same?”


  I had always assumed they were, but now that I was considering the matter, I could find no basis to draw that conclusion. Could they actually be different?


  It was difficult to differentiate the fire produced by the magic item and the fire on the candle by sight alone. Thus, maybe they were separate phenomena, and three types of fire actually existed in this world.


  “You can eradicate poison with antidote magic. But if you cast antidote magic on poisonous powder, the powder itself doesn’t disappear.”


  This was something I realized once I heard evidence had been left behind after the incident with Clara. If what she used was poison, how had she tried to conceal it? That was the question that inspired my discovery. I wondered whether antidote magic could destroy the poisonous powder, thereby erasing the evidence.


  “This is just a guess, but there is a certain law that governs antidote magic, and it only operates within that law.”


  Though I had yet to determine what that law was. Still, it had to be true. Things just didn’t make sense otherwise. For example, lead was toxic to humans, but antidote magic couldn’t cause a lead ingot to disappear. In other words, antidote magic could differentiate between toxins and poisons.


  Similarly, casting antidote magic on a poisonous monster wouldn’t eliminate that poison. Even if you cast the spell on a bee monster, you’d still develop a welt if you were stung. However, poison could be removed from a human body.


  “Antidote magic must behave according to a law that can determine whether a substance is acting as poison in that instance.”


  This magic “app” had rules, and somebody had written them. To use an analogy from my old world, it was like being unable to paste images on top of text data.


  On the other hand, it seemed my knowledge better explained how water created by magic was potable and how hot air tended to rise. I wanted to see what would happen if carbon dioxide was dissolved into water created by magic, but I didn’t have enough magic stones to test it out just yet, so that’d have to wait until later.


  Anyway, I didn’t know whether they were laws of magic or laws of nature, but if this world was governed by laws I didn’t know—and if magic was subject to those laws—then something seemed a bit off. Just as magical attacks almost never worked on armor, the laws of magic and laws of physics should have been separate, yet they oddly—and awkwardly—existed alongside each other.


  “Why is magic called ‘Demon Laws’ in the first place?” Perhaps I was translating too literally from Japanese; the word for magic, mahou, was written with those two characters. But if it was God who had taught us magic, wouldn’t it be written as “Holy Techniques” or “Godly Laws”? The fact that the character for “Demon” began the word and not a character meaning “Holy” or “Godly” perhaps meant that magic was essentially beyond God’s purview.


  “Plus… Actually, never mind.” Whoa there. Protomagic was still a secret. Still, taking this thought any further suggested even more chilling conclusions. Perhaps “magic” was written as “Demon Laws” because it was the law of Demons, and utilizing it expedited protomagic corruption. Currently, that was just a guess. No more than a hypothesis. Still, I needed to be a bit careful from here on out.


  But in that case, what about the magic used by priests? There were oracles, and in the game, the healing spells used by monsters had the same names as the ones used by player characters. If that still held in this world, then…


  In a world where foes and friends used the same healing magic, could God really be called “God”? Was the distinction between God and the Demon Lord a purely human one? Then what were monsters?


  I scratched my head and put a stop to that train of thought. “Sorry, now I’m getting confused. Let’s call it a night. Could I get you guys to clean up these tools?”


  “Of course!”


  “Indeed.”


  I collected the notes Lily had written for me. The last line just said “never mind,” which made me chuckle.


  I left the cleaning to Lily and Frenssen while I pondered our dilemma. Or so I’d say if I wanted to look cool, but really, I was pitifully confused. I’d only succeeded in raising more questions, which only made things feel more complicated.


  I excused myself, returned to my room, and jogged my mind as I stared at my notes. So far, it was looking like this world had originally been governed by certain laws that were distinct from the laws of magic, which had been laid on top of them. The law that governed hot air’s rise came first, and the 100 percent air created by magic tools couldn’t get past that law. This logic also held true if we assumed that fireballs and icicles created by offensive magic disappeared soon after the battle was over because they operated under separate laws that couldn’t maintain these creations for long.


  But that only made magic stones a bigger mystery. Water created by these stones was both tangible and potable. It seemed more sensical to assume that in addition to magic laws, there were other laws governing this, which we could dub “magic stone laws.” In any case, the fact that two or three sets of laws had been cobbled together like this seemed oddly relevant to the protomagic corruption that Oldman Uwe had spoken of.


  And then there was the Demon Lord to consider, who had suddenly appeared during the ancient kingdom period. He seemed connected to all this, but was it just a coincidence? If it was the Demon Lord who had introduced these laws, then why?


  “Yeah, come in,” I said, hearing someone knock at the door.


  “Excuse me, Lord Werner. We’ve finished putting things away.”


  “Yeah, thanks.” My responses were rather listless, lost as I was in my own head, but Lily graciously overlooked that. She had brought a cart carrying tea, so I tore myself away from my thoughts.


  “Thanks for your help today. Which reminds me, Mazel and the others seem to be doing well.”


  “They do? Thank goodness…” She looked quite relieved as she steeped my tea. Emotionally, I could sympathize with her relief, but she really had no need to worry about them.


  “I’m glad they’re at least making some progress,” I said.


  “Is something on your mind?”


  “It’s just one mystery after another,” I responded, sipping my tea. That wasn’t a lie, but explaining all this to somebody else would be a chore. I wasn’t too well-read on the laws of physics myself, and despite the knowledge I had, there were several factors that made them difficult to demonstrate. Not to mention I didn’t have the equipment to investigate the matter further either.


  Plus, I was certain that the laws of magic were common knowledge in this world. To use an extreme example, it was like asking those who lived when the geocentric model reigned supreme to accept the heliocentric model without proof. If I told her that magic laws were separate from other laws, she wouldn’t be able to make heads or tails of it.


  Plus, I had only realized all of this because I was aware of these other laws. It would be impossible to explain unless there was someone else reborn from my old world… Wait a second.


  “Um, Lord Werner? What is it?”


  “Oh, it’s nothing.” Yeah, I really didn’t sound convincing there, and I didn’t think I kept a poker face either. But this was a train of thought I couldn’t ignore. I hadn’t considered this possibility before, but why was I in this world in the first place?


  At the very least, I doubted somebody had summoned me here. As odd as it sounded, I was a naturally occurring world-leaper. Perhaps God had interfered, but I definitely wasn’t here of my own volition, nor anybody else’s.


  But what if the Demon Lord had also been reborn from another world? What if the Demon Lord had brought the laws of magic here? Conflicts between cultures and technological advancements were a constant of human history. But this world—at the very least, this continent—had only one culture.


  Considering we both came from foreign cultures with strange technologies and ways of thinking, wouldn’t this world view the Demon Lord and me as one and the same?


  I wasn’t too familiar with science fiction, but it would be odd to think that the only worlds out there were Earth and this one. I couldn’t deny the possibility that there was a third world that the Demon Lord hailed from, and that he had been reborn here just like me.


  This hypothesis inspired some fear in me. Was it possible that once the influx of foreign technology and ideas hit a tipping point, it would inevitably lead to rampage? 


  “Um, Lord Werner?”


  “O-oh, sorry.” The worry in Lily’s voice pulled me back to reality. I couldn’t trouble her, so I heaved a sigh as I reset my brain. “Sorry, my thoughts started to lean too negative.”


  “Negative?”


  “Well…” How much do I explain? I considered this for a moment but quickly realized I had already inundated her with unfamiliar words just earlier in the night. Still, I wasn’t quite sure how to put this so she’d best understand. “I was thinking about what the Demon Lord actually is.”


  “Right…”


  I knew it was quite a leap to talk about the Demon Lord when we’d just been discussing Mazel and his party, but it was best to explain this first. “Nobles, guilds, people, and nations each follow their own sets of rules and manners.”


  “Right.”


  “So I was wondering whether magic could have been introduced by the Demon Lord.” Lily looked quite shocked to hear this, but she kept quiet. It looked like she was doing her best to understand what I was trying to say. “I mean, another word for ‘magic’ is the ‘dark arts,’ right? That seems to connect to the Demon Lord rather than God.”


  “Yes, I suppose so.”


  “So it seems sensible to think that the Demon Lord, who appeared near the end of the ancient kingdom period, wasn’t from this world.”


  “World…?”


  “For now, just think of him as not being from this continent.”


  Even the concept of a world was difficult to explain. If you weren’t an adventurer, your whole world was just the nation you called home. Perhaps there was some sort of godly realm, but that was a bit different. And if I had said he came from the land of the dead, he’d just sound like your average monster. Thus, I pushed off explaining the concept for now. 


  Lily nodded. “Basically, the Demon Lord could be a traveler that came from really far away during the time of the ancient kingdom, who then taught people how to use magic?”


  “And he doesn’t have to be a person. He could be a really intelligent monster, for example. It could also be that the people of the ancient kingdom didn’t learn magic from him but rather stole his technology.” 


  I didn’t want her to think the Demon Lord was a benevolent being, so I made sure not to imply as much. In reality, it was still a mystery how humanity had learned how to use magic in the first place. But at the very least, monster activity had suddenly increased after the return of the Demon Lord, and they had begun to attack humans, which meant he couldn’t be a force of good.


  “I think I follow.”


  “So I was thinking I was pretty similar.”


  “Huh?” She looked quite shocked. I guess that checked out.


  “It’s hard to explain, but I have different knowledge that’s not from this world.”


  “Different knowledge?”


  “When I have unique ideas or use weird turns of phrase, it’s that knowledge rearing its head.”


  Lily was silent.


  “I couldn’t help but wonder if utilizing the knowledge too much might end up making me more like the Demon Lord.”


  I wasn’t certain whether revealing the truth of this world would ultimately be more beneficial or more harmful. If this was a game, it would just end with a congratulatory note as soon as the Demon Lord was vanquished, but somewhere along the line, I had stepped into somewhere deeper.


  But did I really have to? If learning the truth behind these mysteries inspired change in this world, could it be that it would change for the worse?


  Japan’s ancient history speaks of the doutaku bells, which historians believed were used in rituals. They were in use for four hundred years before they suddenly declined in use and ultimately disappeared. But both the beginning and end of the culture of doutaku—as well as the sudden increase in the size of doutaku—all coincided with dynastic changes in China, which were great times of strife that divided the continental nation.


  Some historians believed—never mind if they were correct or not—that when people fled the conflict on the continent, they took with them the most cutting-edge knowledge of the time, which had given rise to the doutaku. Then, a second influx of ideas and technologies led to them being made in larger sizes, and a third and final wave of changes in thought resulted in their demise.


  Well, the strife on the continent wasn’t just rooted in a political fallout, but climate change as well. There also had to be some complex factors as to why the practice gained widespread acceptance in Japan, so I doubted the history of doutaku was really so simple.


  The real issue was that societies subjected to new thoughts and foreign cultures could inspire drastic political change. So far, I had taken science—and scientific thought—from my old world and introduced it to this one. In turn, perhaps when the Demon Lord was defeated, magical research would stagnate, leading to the creation of atomic weapons.


  Suddenly, I recalled the concept of a “miniature garden.” I wasn’t sure whether there was a God or some sort of other creator, but perhaps they had first introduced a Demon Lord to the miniature garden that was this world and then introduced me when that didn’t go too well. In that case, it was completely possible that I would spur drastic change in this world just as the Demon Lord did in the past.


  Lily was deep in thought, probably trying to wrap her head around my words. I took a sip of my tea as I waited. I felt kind of sorry, as it was already starting to get cold. But just as that thought passed through my mind, Lily looked straight at me. “Um, is that some sort of skill?”


  “Huh?” I blurted out, dumbfounded. That had come completely out of left field.


  Lily continued, her head tilted. “Well, um… Magic is different from the techniques people typically use, right?”


  “Yeah, I guess so.”


  “So I thought that maybe your ‘different knowledge’ was some sort of skill. A really powerful one.”


  Huh, so that’s how she’s interpreting it. I hadn’t expected this at all, so I wasn’t quite sure how to react. However, she was right, in a sense. Maybe it was a type of skill.


  In a similar vein, magic could also be lethal. The fact that the Demon Lord used magic didn’t mean the people who used the same skills were dangerous. Knowledge and technology couldn’t harm anybody on their own.


  But it was becoming clear my mind was getting tunnel vision, and that dwelling on this would get me nowhere. There was still a lot more on my plate, and I needed to stick to my priorities. I heaved a dramatic sigh, resolving myself to organize my to-do list. 


  Lily giggled beside me. “Thank goodness.”


  “Huh?”


  “You seemed so serious. I’m glad you look like your normal self again.” 


  Had I really looked so cornered? I felt kind of embarrassed. “I’ll rest my head for a bit. Sorry, but could I have another cup of tea?”


  “Of course. I’ll bring you something light to snack on as well.”


  “Thanks.”


  With that, Lily flashed me a gleeful smile and exited the room. I stretched, repositioned myself in my chair, and relaxed for a moment. That’s when I finally realized why it seemed so odd to me that Lily had suddenly mentioned skills during our conversation.


  “Was she doing it on purpose?”


  I had no idea how well Lily had followed my thinking, but she must have realized I was nearing my limits. Maybe she had purposefully tried to lighten the conversation. I really was making her worry too much.


  “My apologies for the wait.”


  “Thanks, and sorry.”


  “Please don’t worry about it. Um, Lord Werner? If you don’t mind, could you tell me about this different knowledge from another world?”


  “Sure.”


  But what sort of topics would girls be into? Huh, that was quite the dilemma. I didn’t even know what girls from my old world were into.


  My mind broke into a cold sweat as I opened my mouth, having resolved to open my discussion with the world of fashion. 
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  Chapter 3:
Past Mysteries, Present Dangers


  ~Secrets and Schemes~


   


  I SPENT THE NEXT FEW DAYS investigating the underground library. I sought out information to support the theory I’d come up with during my experiment, or any other leads on the ancient kingdom, but came up empty-handed for both. In fact, the lack of information was so extreme I was starting to get suspicious. Had there been a cover-up?


  Matters on the surface, meanwhile, were progressing smoothly. Priest Kaempfer’s cause of death was determined to be asphyxiation by drowning. The reservoir where they’d found him wasn’t meant to store drinking water, at least, but the discovery of a corpse in it nonetheless called for investigation. The reservoir was drained completely so authorities could investigate the bottom. Seriously, we were already in a drought, and now this?


  Thus far, it wasn’t clear whether this was a homicide or suicide. Apparently, though, he’d constantly expressed a sense of guilt during the days leading up to the incident. I could only guess, but that probably had to do with Mazel’s trial. The leaked information had damaged the reputation of the whole temple.


  Still, that didn’t settle things. It was still possible he’d been disposed of by the real mastermind behind this whole scheme, and also possible that he’d taken his own life. But the dead couldn’t speak, and as it harmed the temple’s reputation, I had a feeling that doomsday cult would be using this to feed the flames.


  I received some complaints—or really gossip—the day following my meeting with Mazel. Word was going around that I was behind an incident that had led to the injury of some pedestrians. Which wasn’t a lie, though it wasn’t entirely true either. I couldn’t help but grimace knowing I’d really killed people. 


  Still, I had immediately reported the incident to the authorities, submitting my assailants’ weapons to them as well. Mazel’s party had also informed Duke Gründing of their arrival in the capital through Laura, the duke’s granddaughter. Given that, the kingdom had let the matter slide. In fact, I thought letting these assailants walk free for a little while longer was the right call, so I had no complaints.


  The eldest son of House Cortolezis was still considered missing, at least according to public records. I had no idea whether it was true or not, since I wasn’t involved with criminal investigations, which were kept strictly confidential in this world just as in my old one.


  With all this going on, even I was starting to think I had my fingers in too many pots, so I decided to focus on investigating the library for the time being. But staring at these tiny letters was really hard on the eyes. Since glass was expensive in this world and people didn’t make lenses for the elderly, I would’ve preferred not to abuse my eyes, but it didn’t look like I had a choice in the matter. Speaking of which, was astigmatism even a thing in this world? Or hyperopia?


  “Um, Lord Werner. About this book…”


  “Hmm?”


  I’d once again lost myself in thought, flipping through some treatise on magic, when Lily came over, bearing a sizable tome. It looked like a compendium of some sort. 


  Lily seemed to be struggling to put her thoughts into words, but finally said, “I think this is a map. Am I wrong?”


  “Let me see.” I took a look at the page Lily had opened, wondering if the author had messed up his diagram. But… What the heck was this? I recognized only half of the image. So this was what had gotten her so confused. “Is this Finoy?”


  “I think so, but…”


  The continent I was familiar occupied only the lower half of the map, with a mountain in the middle that I identified as the Temple of Finoy’s location. But north of it, where there should have only been ocean, there was a stretch of land even bigger than Triot and Deritzdam combined.


  Let me say that again. What the heck was this?


  I checked the book’s title: National Records of Zermünbeck. Zermünbeck? I’d never heard of that nation before. Wait a second.


  A shiver went down my spine. “Lily, you know about the ancient kingdom, right?”


  “Huh? Y-yes, I do. It was a nation of amazing technology destroyed by the Demon Lord.”


  “And do you know that nation’s name?”


  “Um, I’m sorry. I don’t.”


  I had asked this question without really thinking, and of course she didn’t. I didn’t either, and I could recall no lessons on it from either my personal tutor or the academy. In fact, I had never heard the ancient kingdom’s name at all. I realized for the first time that we had always just been using a stand-in for its name. 


  Was it the protomagic Oldman Uwe spoke of that had prevented this line of questioning? Or was it no more than coincidence? Assuming the Demon Lord had propagated protomagic, then it could be that further knowledge of the ancient kingdom would deprive him of some of his advantages over us. 


  In that case, it was likely this “Zermünbeck,” which I had never heard of before, was the ancient kingdom, or perhaps its predecessor. Since I couldn’t determine that just yet, I decided to think of it as the ancient kingdom’s prehistory for now.


  “Where’d you find this?”


  “On the shelf back there.” She pointed it out on the map of the library she’d drafted. It wasn’t hidden or anything, though it was located in a dim part of the library, far from the entrance. If you weren’t scouring every volume in the library, it was safe to say it never would have caught your notice. Apparently, some of the books here weren’t virulent enough to warrant destruction, but still not meant for outside eyes either.


  “Lily, read what you want for the rest of the day. I’ll go over this one.”


  “Right. I’ll put away these magic books.”


  “Thanks,” I responded, already beginning to tune the world out as I cracked the book open. It started with the nation’s creation story: how a charismatic man favored by the deity of beauty had become the first king, founding the nation with the support of his adoring loyalists, and expanding its borders by waging war against surrounding nations—likely more villages than countries. I skipped ahead.


  I read through several generations marked by internecine conflict and skirmishes with other nations, all the while marveling at how consistently this sort of history unfolded in every world. Through the book, I learned that right before the kingdom was unified, it comprised disparate nations, split between the Northern Dynasty and the Southern Dynasty. The area around Finoy served as the line in the sand.


  Huh. Was there a large river or something similar on the map that could serve as a border? At the very least, I didn’t remember seeing any. I put that question aside and read further.


  The nation of Zermünbeck was located to the continent’s north, and since the book was written from their perspective, it decried the king of the Southern Dynasty Walbach as a pretender. He was cruel, lecherous, and all around terrible, at least according to this record. But that was probably half myth. In any case, it was a human land, and it didn’t talk about a “Demon Lord” or “Demon Kingdom” at all.


  That meant the majority of lands that once constituted the Kingdom of Zermünbeck were now underwater. This would create a huge buzz among the community of adventurers who worked as treasure hunters. If they had the means to dive underwater, that is.


  Additionally, the entirety of the continent I knew had once been part of Walbach. Of course, there had to be more surviving lands than just that, but what could this mean?


  I decided to bookmark that thought for now. What really caught my interest was the fact I had yet to see any mention of magic.


  If magic had been invented—leaving aside whether “invented” is the right word for it—then that would mean humans had gained the skills necessary to produce it, and the name of the inventor would have been written down. No such information was listed here.


  Thus, either the people of this world could always use magic, giving them no reason to write it down, or magic hadn’t existed during the period of time before the land was unified under the ancient kingdom. This hearkened back to my earlier question: What the heck was magic?


  I also found occasional mention of natural disasters. Since this book chronicled the founding of a unified dynasty, it didn’t go into detail on the extent of their damage or the causes behind them. Records like this typically paid great attention to pivotal wars and battles but overlooked all but the most significant natural disasters. I was pretty sure that was the logic.


  However, the flames of battle must have led to poor harvests and famine, to use an extreme example. So were these really natural disasters? I might have been able to find the answer if there were another book about this period. Maybe there was a diary left behind by one of their nobles?


  The mention of the “Fortress of Finoy” also caught my eye. If this was the same Temple of Finoy I was familiar with, then the building must have been used as a fortress. So, why was it now called the “Great Temple”? I needed to look into that too, but I figured I wouldn’t be getting anything else out of this particular book.


  I had told Lily I would be going through the book, but it didn’t seem to have the information I was most interested in. Could there be a volume two, or maybe even three?


  I lifted my head to find the other books suddenly missing from my table—along with Lily. It seemed she had put them all away while I was lost in my reading. Whatever the case, I decided to look for the continuation of this book and headed for the shelf located deep within the library. Maybe it was just because the magic lights didn’t reach back here, but it really was dark.


  I found Lily at my destination, which was fine, but…


  “Lily.”


  “Oh! Yes? Is something wrong?”


  “No, um… You found this book back here, right? Could I borrow the stepladder?”


  Yeah, let’s stop reading our books on the stepladder. It’s dangerous considering how dark it is back here.


  Lily stood up, book in hand, and apologized with a sheepish blush on her face. She wasn’t a klutz, so I wasn’t blessed with any glimpses of things I wasn’t supposed to see. Not that it mattered.


  “What were you reading?”


  “Um, it’s a book of fairy tales. It has beautiful illustrations, and all of the stories are ones I never heard from the minster back in my village.”


  “Huh.”


  In other words, a picture book? I thought, but I guess they wouldn’t usually have picture books in the villages either. Considering she mentioned the village minister, these fairy tales were probably parables. Come to think of it, I asked her to search for those, didn’t I? 


  Maybe this sounded harsh, but village ministers were a mixed bag, so it’d be perfectly natural for one to know only the most common tales. Even when they taught from the same textbook, the results were totally different depending on the teacher’s skills. That was true in my old world too.


  Still, I had never been interested in religion, so my memories of parables were pretty rough. They were all about the temples and being thankful, I think. “What are the stories like?” I asked her as I repositioned the stepladder, just to make conversation. 


  “The one I’m reading now is about when the flower deity was still around, and how he taught a hunter how to use medicinal herbs so they could—”


  “Wait a second, the flower deity?”


  “Yes, him.”


  I’d never heard of this god before. I mean, wasn’t this world supposed to be monotheistic?


   


  ***


   


  That got me thinking. I flipped open the book I was about to put away, and come to think of it, it talked about a deity of beauty. I had completely skipped over it since I thought it was just some myth. But what did this mean?


  Shaky as my memories were, I was pretty sure this world only had one God, and every temple in the game worshipped that same deity. That brought me back to the fundamentals of this world, and it seemed like I’d have to rethink things from the perspective of why this world was monotheistic.


  If memories of my old world were anything to go by, polytheistic religions stemmed from nature worship. Basically, fear and adoration of the natural world elevated aspects of it to the likeness of gods, beings beyond the capabilities of man. If day and night existed, then naturally, there must exist a god of day and a god of night, right?


  On the other hand, monotheistic religions typically had a single creator. Where nature might give rise to the gods of polytheism, monotheistic gods were seen as the progenitors of nature, with a single founder or apostle—or whatever you called them—taking on the role of proclaiming the truth of this sole, omnipotent creator.


  In such instances, the concept of a god had to come first. As civilizations developed, nature worship gave way to the concept of gods, which in turn paved the way for monotheism. That was the typical pattern.


  But that didn’t necessarily hold true in this world. Miracles and magic truly existed here; it wouldn’t be strange if a God himself descended on this land to bequeath power onto humans. In that case, I’d have to just chock it up to this being a fantasy world. In fact, that’s why I had never before questioned why this world had skipped the polytheism stage of its development. 


  Yet apparently, polytheism had been prevalent at some point. What could that…? I glanced at the shelf. That’s when it hit me. If these books were all related to Zermünbeck, then maybe I could find my answer here.


  There was Zermünbeck, a nation whose history made no mention of magic, right alongside myths that evinced the prior existence of a polytheistic religion. In my old world, the polytheistic religions of Greece and Rome had been eroded by Christianity. Could something similar have happened here? On Earth, this was largely because rulers saw control of religion as a useful tool for consolidating power. But could a “God” who had bestowed magic onto humans have influenced it here?


  “Um… Lord Werner?”


  “Oh, sorry.” Apparently, retreating into my own thoughts for too long worried her. It was probably best I broach this with her now. “Lily, you can read these books, but don’t speak of them outside this room.”


  “Huh? Oh, r-right.”


  “Promise me.”


  “I promise.”


  She had assented, so all I could do was have faith in her. The existence of this library itself was a secret, but a polytheistic religion in a world that practiced monotheism spelled danger for other reasons. I once thought something akin to the Inquisition didn’t exist here, but now I wasn’t so sure. Considering a trial by duel had been held for the first time in twenty years, there was a chance that some inquisition would rear its head after a similarly long refrain. I’d better look into that.


  For the moment, I’d have to put aside my fear of potential inquisitions and determine whether these records of Zermünbeck and this polytheistic religion were connected. It was possible these two subjects had been grouped together coincidentally. Disorganized archives could be really annoying…and dangerous.


  “We’ll be focusing on this shelf for a while, huh?”


  “Um, Lord Werner? I think it’s best we take a few volumes back to the desk, in that case.”


  “You’re right, and let’s take a break while we’re at it.”


  “Right!”


  We headed back to the chairs and desk for a rest. I took with me the book I’d been reading earlier, as well as the volume that looked like its continuation. If only I could take them back with me to the manor.


  Naturally, we couldn’t eat a packed lunch in the library, but not eating for half a day had me worrying about calories. This world had no concept of calories, so I had to come up with other reasons for snacking, like how a change of pace would help us focus. We were careful not to dirty any of the books, so the crown would have to ignore such minor transgressions.


  Thus, we fueled up before resuming our search. While snacking on some toasted nuts, I chatted with Lily. These nuts came from the horluar tree, which was quite common in countryside villages. Even at their tallest, they were only about three meters tall, to use measurements from my old world. It was endemic to this world, and the nuts tasted like cashew and chestnut in a perfectly balanced mix. It was hard to describe the flavor, but their tartness made them pretty addicting.


  The nuts were easily preserved and the trees were short, so children would often collect them as snacks. When parents sent their children horluar nut hunting, it was a foregone conclusion that their kids would sneak a few. Apparently, Lily and Mazel used to collect them often in Arlea.


  “We’d always compete to see who could gather the most nuts when we were kids.”


  “That’s kind of surprising.”


  A warm feeling washed over me as I imagined Lily and Mazel as children, clambering around in the horluar trees. I suddenly wondered if maybe Mazel would lose on purpose on occasion, just so Lily could win. When I voiced this idea, Lily confirmed it with an awkward nod. Typical Mazel. 


  Apparently, the Hartings would toast the nuts and salt them, then serve them at the inn with liquor. As I imagined this, I craved not wine, but sake.


  “What were you like when you were a kid, Lord Werner?” 


  “Me? Hmm…”


  Typically, I had lessons in the mornings and trained during the afternoons, but I had some free time too. I’d usually play on the swing or with a wooden bow, but sometimes I’d watch the knights race horses, or practice playing musical instruments. I remembered playing a lot of a variation of valeo, which was a game similar to chess.


  “What kind of variation?” Lily asked, when I mentioned this last point.


  “Well, in valeo, each piece can only move in certain ways, right?”


  This rule applied to chess and shogi as well, and just like in chess, you also couldn’t reuse captured pieces. It suddenly occurred to me that a game like shogi, where you could use those pieces, would be pretty popular in this world. But that was an idea for another time. 


  “But you can also use an eight-sided die to decide how to move your pieces,” I continued.


  The starting positions were the same, but the pieces you moved were decided at random. There was no checkmating under these rules. Victory was decided only once one player actually captured the other’s king. The number of pieces in valeo differed from chess, which necessitated the eight-sided die.


  Each turn, you’d roll the die to determine which pieces you could move. One was pawns, two was knights, three was lady knights, and four was magicians, which corresponded to the rooks in chess. Five was bishops, six was the queen, and seven was the king. If you rolled an eight, you’d roll again. But roll two eights in a row and you’d have to skip your turn. I’d save everyone the effort of explaining how each of these pieces moved.


  Since you couldn’t move a particular piece unless the dice dictated it, you’d often end up in situations where you could win with a two but would keep rolling ones and threes. That could be annoying. In fact, it was a pretty obnoxious game altogether, considering your ability to take your opponent’s pieces was entirely reliant on chance.


  “There’s a lot of finer points to the rules too. Should we play sometime?”


  “Yes, I’d love to!”


  The rules were hard to explain, so trying it out was probably the fastest way to get a good grasp of them. With that thought in mind, I took a sip of wine from my water pouch, which was made from a Crying Deer, a monster with a horn, thorn, or some other sort of sharp protrusion on its back.


  Deer typically cried, but the Crying Deer had such a sonorous cry that it put the deer of my old world to absolute shame. They’d use their cry to scare their opponents and used that moment of surprise to either flee or counterattack. Their screams were powered by an especially strong air sac. Once harvested, that sac could store liquids without influencing their scent or flavor, so it was used for high-quality waterskins. Their meat was also a delicacy, and since their loud screams made them hard to hunt, it was also a luxury item. So why did I have this? Well, I was a noble, after all.


  “By the way, what other stories were in that book?”


  “Um, the first volume was all creation stories. At least, that’s what I think they’re called. They described how this world was formed.”


  “Huh… Like what?” I had no interest in the praise-be-to-God preachy stories the church would tell, but I was pretty interested in this polytheistic religion given this world was supposed to be monotheistic.


  Plus, it was only human nature to want to share new things you’d learned. Having to keep it to herself, as I’d told her to, would probably stress her out, so I figured I’d serve as her outlet.


  “In the beginning,” she said, “the Greatest God created lots and lots of worlds.”


  “Hmm…” Her phrasing sounded quite childish, but I guess that was natural considering she was still learning. It sounded like she was reading a children’s book aloud, but I decided to ignore that.


  But “lots and lots of worlds,” huh? Maybe the Demon world—and even my old world—were among those. I couldn’t help but entertain the thought. 


  “Then, the Greatest God gave these worlds to his godly children. Each child, their own world.”


  Uh, God? If you’re going to create these worlds, you gotta look after them.


  “Those worlds were probably a mixed bag, huh? Some great, others terrible,” I quipped. 


  “I doubt it,” said Lily with a giggle. I was still contemplating the bleak specter of a gacha of worlds as Lily continued. “But apparently, all these worlds are different, though the book didn’t say how. Just that the first god created many worlds.”


  Maybe this god was running some experiment, then he just fobbed it off onto his children. Talk about cutting corners. He was probably off enjoying a slow, peaceful life off in a world of his own. The mere thought had me stewing in envy.


  “But different worlds, huh? Then this world must be one of them,” I mused.


  “That’s what it seems like.”


  The existence of magic here had long been something I dismissed as just a difference between this world and my old one. From that perspective, I could intellectually understand this multiple worlds theory. But, hmm… Something didn’t seem quite right.


  I mean, could something important be hidden here? In my old world, myths and religions were primarily just stories, but God, or gods, really did exist in this world. Maybe this wasn’t just some myth.


  “All these worlds were completely separated from one another,” Lily went on, “and the god who received this world created incar-nations of himself, each with its own powers. One ruled water, another air, and so on.”


  “Incarnations? It’d sure be scary if they all looked exactly the same.”


  “You’re right!” giggled Lily. 


  But huh, I had never heard a myth like this one before. Sure, dividing responsibilities among godly children was common enough, but a god splitting himself into incarnations that governed separate forces was something I couldn’t recall ever hearing in any myth from my old world. That made for an equitable system, I guess.


  Wait, but was this polytheism, or monotheism? Should these incarnations be considered separate gods or all part of one? Both views made sense. But asking this question would only make this more confusing, so I decided to keep it from Lily for now.


  “The book tells the story of how the world began with its god splitting its powers, then moves on to tales about how each of these gods interacted with humans.”


  “I see. Sounds interesting.” And it was, regardless of whether these tales were true or not. This was a fantasy world, so maybe humans had received this information directly from the gods—or God—themselves. But even so, whoever heard the tale could have messed up at some point while writing it down.


  But there were quite a few mysteries that had caught my attention, even if I couldn’t quite pin down the questions at the heart of them. I needed to learn more, so for the moment, I filed all this away at the back of my mind. 


  I organized the information in my head as I munched on the nuts. We’d unearthed a mother lode of intel just today, but it was like a jigsaw puzzle without a picture on the box to guide us in ­assembling it. Every piece of the puzzle may as well have been blank. 


  Lily spoke, pulling me out of my reverie. “Have you figured anything out, Lord Werner?”


  “To be honest, just bits and pieces so far.”


  Lily flashed me a puzzled look, so I explained what I had read about Zermünbeck and Walbach, as well as their connection to Finoy. These were just war records, so I doubted that Lily would be interested, but she listened attentively. To pass info onto someone, you had to get it straight in your head, so this was a good exercise in organizing my thoughts. 


  “Then is Zermünbeck the ancient kingdom?”


  “It’s possible. I brought this volume over to confirm that.”


  For now, I wanted to get as much intel out of this book as possible. But there was a huge problem all paper-based investigations suffered from: the time lag needed to record information in book format.


  For example, there were diaries left behind by contemporaries of the Tokugawa shogunate’s founding, as well as official documents left behind by the shogunate while it was in power. However, records of the shogunate’s downfall couldn’t be written as it happened and weren’t put to paper until the Meiji period that followed it. 


  Similarly, it was clear that Zermünbeck had collapsed, but I’d have to refer to documents written after its downfall to figure out whether it was the ancient kingdom destroyed by the Demon Lord. But would I find those here?


  The records of the Kingdom of Wein only stated that it was established in the wake of the ancient kingdom, born out of conflict against rival warlords, without even a clear record of how long these wars among states had lasted. Records from after the fall of the ancient kingdom were lost to oblivion. When I thought about it now, it was all one huge mystery.


  Though if you compared this world to my previous one, where information was practically too abundant, this was only natural. Still, it rankled to think that part of the truth may have been deliberately scrubbed from history.


  “To be honest,” I said, “It feels like we’re overlooking something. Like we’re holding arrows but no bow.”


  “Does it? I’m not sure I understand.”


  “Well, we can’t search through everything in a single day.”


  “I suppose not.”


  Right now, I was glad I had left the defense of the capital entirely to other people. That was a higher priority, but given my standing, I could contribute no more than advice and suggestions. I could only offer any other help if they asked me to.


  Even then, my thoughts kept returning to the city’s barrier and how we could turn it to our advantage. Though maybe that was just because I was so close to the facility that maintained it. In the game, the capital had been besieged in spite of the barrier, so maybe it couldn’t do much.


  I had been reading magic books in the hopes of finding a method of utilizing the barrier, but in the end, I still didn’t really understand magic at all.


  “Anyway, let’s get back to reading for a while.”


  “Right!”


  I had no idea how long “a while” was going to be. I mean, was it too much to ask for a clock down here? Once I started to focus, I typically lost track of the sand trickling down the hourglass. Now that I was thinking about it, I’d often miss my stops when I was reading on the train in my old world too.


  Shoving aside those memories, I opened the second volume on Zermünbeck. Lily had opted to continue with her mythology collections. The illustrations must have caught her eye. Later, I’d ask if she had any epiphanies.


   


  ***


   


  I skimmed through the second volume, ignoring all the names. To summarize: Near the end of the Northern and Southern dynasties period, the Southern lord who ruled Finoy Fortress defected to the North, offering the fortress as a tribute. His betrayal tipped the scales, and despite many setbacks and reversals, the Northern dynasty of Zermünbeck succeeded in unifying the continent.


  A century later, something called “light stones” appeared. Based on context, I inferred that this was Zermünbeck’s name for magic stones. This was otherwise going to get complicated, so I corrected “light” to “magic” inside my head.


  These magic stones were apparently invented by a genius scholar in a research facility in Zermünbeck’s capital to the north, an area which was now part of the ocean. Basically, this researcher crystallized natural forces and used them to power all sorts of things.


  I skipped over the technical explanations. I knew that the solar panels of my old world charged batteries, but the writing here was full of arcane jargon that I couldn’t hope to comprehend. Anyhow, someone had invented a method for producing magic stones, leading to a sort of industrial revolution. I guess the people of this world figured out how to concentrate energy directly from nature and used it the same way my old world used electricity.


  What followed were remarkable advancements in technology and quality of life. However, while the north enjoyed these advantages, the occupied territories to the south didn’t see the same benefits. The geographic gap was quite stark. 


  Then, things began to change. The author of this book describes this quite critically: As a result of overproducing magic stones, nature itself began to morph. Trees withered and crops failed as the environment hurtled toward collapse. In my old world, using up too much well water sometimes caused the earth to sink, or lakes to disappear. Something similar had happened here.


  “I guess humans will be humans, no matter where.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Just thinking about how humans pursue luxury without limits.” 


  “We can do anything we put our minds to, after all.”


  That wasn’t what I meant, but there was still some truth to her words. I was shocked to learn that this world had gone through ecological degradation as well. For a moment, I pondered how the theory of evolution worked here, but I quickly shoved such thoughts aside.


  Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that everything had unfolded too conveniently, though I guess when you looked back at history, it inevitably looked like all its movers and shakers had calculated everything perfectly to bend the world to their will. I bet it was easier to write historical novels that way too.


  Anyway, I continued reading until an odd passage near the end stopped me in my tracks. In order to fix the world, which had been reduced to endless wastelands, they “sought to revitalize the world by borrowing the power of another.”


  During my past life, I had read a lot of light novels where a hero was summoned from another world, but I guess this world had just summoned energy rather than a whole person. After reading the surrounding text, I found something about “a proposal from a sorcerer who knew of another world.”


  The word “update” suddenly flashed through my mind. If it didn’t quite capture the truth, it was at least a fitting analogy. The people of the past had sought to fix their problems by patching knowledge and technology from another world into their own—this bore further consideration.


  Considering there was no mention of a king or other ruler summoning the Hero from elsewhere, it seemed like either God or the world itself had run this update automatically. At the very least, that seemed like the most natural explanation from my perspective. If this God could be likened to an administrator, it was tempting to think that this really was a game world at the end of the day.


  Still, it would be dangerous to jump to conclusions based on only the information we had gathered today. I needed to organize my thoughts and fill the considerable gaps in my knowledge. Even so, what I had learned was so dense with implications that it was hard to avoid drawing conclusions. I’d have to call it a day. 


  “Shall we head back soon?”


  “Sure.”


  We must have spent quite a while down here, I thought as we put away our books. Then, I retrieved some documents regarding consumables and stockpiles from my magic bag. This was the work I had “officially” done for the day, which I had prepared in advance. It was a sham job that the kingdom had okayed. If the mass media existed here, they would have written up a storm, but no point thinking about that.


  We bade farewell to the guards and ascended the spital staircase. Once we had returned to the palace grounds, we took a detour and headed for my office.


  Come to think of it, the guards had a bathroom, but there wasn’t one in the library. It really felt like the archive had been built for storage purposes alone, and not at all for long hours perusing books. Then could there really be another facility nearby? I didn’t even want to think about the possibility of such ruins.


   


  ***


   


  Once I stepped inside my office, Neurath and Schünzel stood up to bow in greeting, so I greeted them likewise in turn. As my guards, the two of them typically joined me and Lily when we reported to the castle for work. From there, they’d meet up with Max, Orgen, and Barkey to train and perform other duties related to the Zehrfelds’ knight brigade. Once they were done, they’d return here to wait for me.


  It seemed like Max had put them to work while I was underground, but neither was injured. Lucky for me that Max wasn’t some boss from hell. If not for his sense of restraint, I’d be forced to step in. 


  Schünzel handed me the documents and letter that were sitting on my desk. “Lord Werner, we received these from the chancellor.”


  “Got it. I’ll go over them immediately.”


  The chancellor wanted to meet, it seemed. Not urgently, but given his busy schedule, he at least needed a prompt response. There really was a ton on your shoulders once you got to be chancellor, so I could understand where he was coming from.


  Anyway, I skimmed through the contents, and just a few lines in, I couldn’t keep a scowl from darkening my face. I flipped through some of my other documents and confirmed that my fears were true. This was going to be quite an annoying job.


  “Is something wrong, Lord Werner?”


  “Keeping to the word of the letter, it seems the chancellor wants me to pay a visit to the temple to discuss matters related to the trial by duel.”


  “After so long?” asked Neurath.


  I could see his concern mirrored in Lily. But reading between the lines of the missive, that wasn’t the real issue at hand. “That’s the public reason. The crown plans to begin investigating the church in earnest.”


  Their breaths caught in their throats. This was a first in Wein’s history.


  “Several nobles with ties to the church are to enter the temple under various pretexts to carry out this investigation.”


  “Will you be all right?”


  Only a portion of the church considered the kingdom its enemy. Apparently, the High Priest of Finoy and Grand Priest Reppe had approved of us entering the temples to investigate. If I were to speculate, that probably guaranteed their good standing with the crown and within high society.


  On the other hand, a large-scale investigation could sour the relationship between the throne and the church, which could be a game-changer where social standings were concerned. Thus, the throne had decided to be roundabout in this, and if I was right, that was out of consideration for the church’s wishes.


  “Apparently, the High Priest is all for it if it means purging the rot,” I explained.


  “I see.”


  Basically, he wanted to kick out anyone who might cause trouble for, well, not the church so much as his own faction. Though honestly, I didn’t really care.


  Messengers had been running back and forth between Finoy and the capital, which was probably why this had taken so long. There might have been conditions and privileges worked out in secret, but thinking about all that was turning my stomach, so I decided not to worry about it.


  “I need to adjust my schedule, so we won’t be going within the next couple days. Still, don’t breathe a word of this to anyone.”


  “Yessir!”


  “Understood.”


  Well, I supposed I had better focus on my work until the time came.


   


  ***


   


  For the next few days, I divided my time between public duties and library work. This carried on until early one morning when a sudden change of plans saw me in a carriage bound for the capital’s temple.


  We were making headway in our library research, but there were still a lot of gaps in our knowledge. I was starting to think we’d have to look beyond history books. Adding to our troubles, the handwashing station near the entrance to the underground had stopped working, so I’d need to look into that too. I had been told that the capital was lucky to have aqueducts, but what were we going to do if they were destroyed during the siege?


  Questions swarmed my mind, but I shoved them aside to focus on the Ministry of Justice representative who had accompanied us. 


  “I heard Grand Priest Malavoi went missing from the temple,” I said as our carriage rattled us along. “What exactly happened?”


  “The Grand Priest didn’t leave his room all of yesterday morning. When the minister in charge went to investigate, she discovered he had suddenly disappeared.”


  “Were they any signs of a struggle?”


  “No, but neither were there signs he had slept there the night before.”


  I’d just ignore this “minister” he mentioned. The logical assump-tion was that the Grand Priest had fled, though I couldn’t say for certain. At the very least, it was reassuring that they hadn’t discovered a body.


  Apparently, those related to the temple asserted they had “searched everywhere from the rooftops to the bottom of the well.” But if he’d gone missing, they should have reported that the day they noticed! That’s what I wanted to say, at least, but it wouldn’t change anything now.


  Perhaps they wanted to handle the matter without involving outsiders, or perhaps things hadn’t gone as expected for them. I’d have to look into that today too.


  “Did Grand Priest Malavoi do anything to earn suspicions?” asked Lily, who was seated across from me.


  “Well, a few things, I suppose,” replied the clergyman.


  The official reason for our visit today was the trial by duel, so Lily had come along as a concerned party. Annette was also there to ensure her security. She, Neurath, and Schünzel were traveling on foot, so I felt a bit guilty sitting inside the carriage.


  I did a mental run-through of the documents the chancellor had sent me, so I could bring Lily up to speed on the situation. “First, there were some issues with keepers in the countryside.”


  “Keepers?” Lily was from the villages, so perhaps she wasn’t aware of the word. After all, in villages, the whole community watched over all the young and elderly together, regardless of whether or not they were related by blood.


  However, that didn’t necessarily hold true in mid-size towns and larger settlements. People who lost their families to accidents or illness would often end up alone. To prevent this, people would offer assets—typically real estate—to temples with the promise they’d look after any family members who end up on their own. The temples accepted these offers out of a mix of religious ­obligation and material benefit, and in exchange assigned keepers to watch over the bereaved. Keepers were trained to watch over orphans and the elderly, basically what you’d call care workers in my old world. 


  Lands and buildings donated through such agreements became property of the church and served as a means for them to gradually expand their territory. The church sometimes managed these assets directly, but more often they left such work to keepers as well, who acted as their representatives.


  “There are some scoundrels who accept these donations but neglect the land. Instead, they line their own pockets with the money meant for their wards.” 


  For someone to become the head of a temple, it was a strict requirement that they be capable of at least some divine magic. Keepers, however, had no such requirements. They were appointed by the head of a temple, which meant a minister could assign the role to their relatives if they so chose.


  In such cases, the head of the temple would sometimes conspire with keepers to misappropriate these funds for their own gain or even use them to bribe the authorities. Sometimes, the keeper’s wards would be forced into labor on lands owned by the church. Other times, they’d be disposed of, and their deaths covered up. Grand Priest Reppe had reported to the crown that Grand Priest Malavoi had been awash in such ill-gotten wealth. 


  “And there were some bride kidnappings too.”


  “Oh…” Lily grimaced. Such things sometimes happened in the villages too.


  Still, it was a complicated matter. Dealing with them was tough, even by legal means, as the term included couples that willingly eloped. 


  This was a medievalesque world, which meant population size was an important issue. Running off with a girl and making her your wife was a whole different issue than, say, settling down after a life of adventuring. Snatch a woman up and take her a few villages over, and people called it kidnapping, but steal her away from one domain to another, and people sang songs of it.


  Thanks to the muscle-headed culture of this world, such feats were absurdly praised as “manly,” which further complicated ­matters. Come to think of it, since I’d taken Lily from her home to the Zehrfeld domain, maybe people said the same things about me. 


  But putting myself aside, people who eloped from their hometown to settle down elsewhere were often given a warm welcome, since they increased the population. But their hometown would likely demand their return, which could lead to conflict. 


  Of course, you couldn’t bring every single one of these squabbles before the king. What usually happened instead was that neighboring lords would resent each other, throttle trade between their domains, and end up causing economic problems, which was no laughing matter. Thus, the church would enter the scene and lead discussions to reach a settlement. This was oddly similar to the monks who’d work as diplomats during the Warring States period of Japan.


  “There have been complaints that he was biased in these matters too,” I continued.


  Grand Priest Malavoi was from a large noble house, and apparently, he made decisions that would benefit his family members. Personally, I thought serving a temple was a title of honor, but I guess everything still came down to profit.


  Still, even if these injustices had occurred, they likely weren’t the kingdom’s main motive for stepping in. It was more likely that the crown wanted to keep the temples from further interfering with Mazel. Had I not known this, I might never have developed my current relationship with the church.


  “Other nobles will be coming, right?”


  “Yes, Viscount Schlünz and Baron Draeseke will be visiting for other reasons,” answered the judicial representative. I recognized the names but was otherwise drawing a blank. There were a few other nobles who were supposed to visit to investigate today, but they’d be absent due to a change of plans. I hoped we’d still have enough hands on deck.


  “Viscount Schlünz has some experience as a civil official, so…”


  “Got it. I’ll follow his lead,” I said, earning a sigh of relief from the judicial official.


  Viscount Schlünz and I were of the same rank, but I didn’t particularly want to take charge. To put it more bluntly, I really wasn’t a fan of governmental affairs. If I could push all the real work onto somebody else, I’d happily do so. Though since the chancellor had been piling my plate with all sorts of tiresome tasks, I was starting to get a grasp of the basics. But as soon as I got used to one job, I’d get a new one. It really was a lot on my psyche. My one saving grace was that my fake work was easy.


  Those were the thoughts on my mind as we arrived at the temple. Upon alighting from my carriage, I found the place oddly tense, and I could see what looked like a noble family’s knight brigade standing outside the temple.


  Having sensed the disquiet in the air, Neurath and Schünzel stood close to me, and Annette did the same with Lily. 


  “What’s happening?” I asked Neurath.


  “Well, about that…”


  “Is that the viscount?” called a voice. I recognized it. After a careful look, I noticed the family crest adorning the livery of the gathered knights.


  I had my suspicions about this guy’s purpose here, but I greeted him politely anyway. “It has been a while, Count Jhering.”


  “Thank you for indulging us, Viscount Zehrfeld,” he said, speaking my name aloud in a booming voice. There was nothing strange about me visiting the temple, but if you combined it with the presence of a knight brigade, the citizens might get the wrong—actually, never mind. Considering he was making it sound like we had planned this, he was probably trying to make a scene. But how’d he sniff out the fact that I’d be here today?


  “And I suppose you’re the Hero’s sister. I’m Anshelm Zeagle Jhering, the new count.”


  “I’m Lily Harting. It is an honor to speak with you, Lord Jhering.” For a moment, Lily seemed shocked—or really, frightened—but she quickly recovered her manners. Still, her voice seemed to quaver near the end, which was probably due to her lack of experience and the fact the count didn’t seem too friendly.


  Seeing Anshelm’s snide expression, I made sure to keep myself between him and Lily. Similarly, Annette took up a protective stance behind her.


  “My apologies, but I wasn’t aware you had business at the temple,” I said, raising my voice to purposefully sound belligerent. Based on the tone of voice alone, it wouldn’t have sounded odd if I’d wrapped that up with, “Now get your ass out of my way.”


  The count looked shocked for a moment, then forced an affable smile. “Well…”


  “However, I do apologize. I have business to attend to, and I am in a hurry. We will have to talk some other day,” I said forcefully. I needed to make sure those in the vicinity knew that I had nothing to do with Count Jhering bringing a knight brigade to storm the temple. It would be clear to anyone in the vicinity who heard my abrasive tone that whatever Count Jhering’s reasons were for dragging his knights here, I was here for my own business with no more than a small retinue.


  The count’s expression turned sour, but I didn’t particularly care if others knew the two of us weren’t on good terms. Rather, as I’d considered him a dormant threat since the other day, this was the perfect chance to make my enmity clear.


  “Is this an urgent matter?” I pressed.


  “N-not particularly, however—”


  “Then my apologies, but please come see me another day. Let’s go!”


  Count Jhering likely wanted to leave others with the impression that the temple and nobility weren’t on good terms, so I made sure to stress that I wasn’t on good terms with him. I doubted we’d ever get along anyway. I urged Neurath and the others to follow me, left the count behind, and entered the temple.


  I had a feeling this was going to be a loooong day.


   


  ***


   


  Those within the temple watched us curiously. And they weren’t just looking at me; they were staring at Lily too. This made sense given what had just happened outside, but damn was Count Jhering sticking his nose where it didn’t belong.


  I guess my one saving grace was that unlike with the celebrities of my old world, the general public wouldn’t casually approach us nobles. I bet Mazel would be waving back to them, I thought as I followed the minister acting as our guide, while firmly ignoring the stares that followed me.


  “Annette, Neurath, Schünzel, keep a close watch on Lily.”


  “Yessir!”


  “Understood.”


  I addressed Annette first and without title. This was actually part of a secret code and meant we needed to stay vigilant. I had met with the three before leaving my manor to discuss this. As a noble with a title, it wasn’t strange for me to address a lady knight using name alone, but I could still feel some stares. I hoped it was just Count Jhering’s underlings trying to find fault with me.


  The temple in the capital sure was crowded. Unlike the famed temples of my old world, it wasn’t filled with tourists, but with the faithful who’d come to pray or seek counsel. The architecture was quite grand and intricate, but I couldn’t help but feel that I would have enjoyed it a little more if I was just here to sightsee.


  Incidentally, Lily was goggling around like a country bumpkin and getting some stern warnings from Annette on that count. Well, at least she was shaking off her poor first impression of the place. As I silently resolved to bring her here again once things calmed down, we came to what seemed like a meeting hall.


  “Werner Von Zehrfeld has arrived.”


  “Welcome, Viscount Zehrfeld.”


  Including the two men who appeared to be nobles and their retinue of knights and judicial representatives, there were between fifteen and twenty people present. I could see some women among them too.


  I was led to a seat, which I took, but apparently only the nobles were allowed chairs. All my guards—and even Lily—were forced to stand. This might have been a routine practice, but it still didn’t sit right with me. Plus, I could see the young knights standing behind the other nobles glancing at Lily. For a moment, I contemplated glowering back at them.


  I didn’t, of course, and after introducing myself, I chatted a bit with Viscount Schlünz and Baron Draeseke. Neither of them seemed like bad people, but I could still catch glimpses of their noble attitudes and could tell that some part of them looked down on the guards and judicial representatives.


  After a short while, Grand Priest Reppe entered. We all rose and bowed in deference. The connection between high society and the church was a bit complicated when it came to such matters, but a Grand Priest was the same rank as a court minister, so we had to watch our manners.


  The Grand Priest urged us to sit with an awkward grin, and I was happy to oblige him.


  “You all did your best to prevent causing a fuss, but it seems there was a disturbance regardless,” Grand Priest Reppe said—or perhaps complained.


  “Indubitably.”


  “What a terrible nuisance they were.”


  Others voiced their agreement, while others simply grimaced. Apologizing would mean that they were complicit in Count Jhering’s actions, so there wasn’t a “sorry” to be heard. Seriously, having to think all these little things through could be so annoying.


  “But there is no changing what has already transpired, so let’s move on to the matter at hand.”


  “Indeed,” said Viscount Schlünz, and at his word, a few of the attendants spread out a simple diagram of the temple over the table. Apparently, the temple grounds comprised multiple structures. 


  The largest of these was naturally the temple itself. Something akin to Mass would be held here, and there were also rooms similar to confessionals where layfolk could consult the clergy. The building also housed a treatment center where people could seek healing magic, and meeting rooms like the one we were in now. In the back was the administrative wing, which housed offices for the head of the temple and Grand Priests, the office of financial affairs, and the treasure house.


  Passageways connected the temple to several other buildings, the largest of which was the dormitory housing the clergy and staff. Not only did janitors and temple guards live there, but so did visiting Grand Priests, and even the High Priest who typically resided in Finoy.


  “And is there one for Grand Priest Malavoi as well?”


  “Indeed. There is a separate room for every Grand Priest.”


  There seemed to be a hierarchy within the temple, which I guess checked out. Plus, there was no temple head appointed by the king in this world; instead, the Grand Priests would serve that role in rotation. Currently, it was Grand Priest Reppe’s turn.


  Other buildings included free treatment facilities where the poor could stay temporarily, a storehouse wing, housing for the city cleaners, and a mortuary. The temple here was gigantic.


  But perhaps I needed to explain these “city cleaners.” Despite their name, they were actually more in charge of waste disposal than cleaning. This was a medievalesque society, which meant everything that could be recycled was. Kitchen knives with broken blades and pots with holes would be repaired or sold to the Blacksmiths’ Guild for cheap so they could be repurposed. Wooden bowls and spoons used by the common folk would be snapped and used as firewood once they were worn out.


  However, some waste couldn’t be recycled, like shards of broken ceramics from noble houses, or rotten foodstuffs never bought off the shelves. Bones and beaks of butchered livestock needed to be discarded too. As such, each town had facilities to collect and contain such waste. Large cities like the capital had several such facilities. 


  Even in my old world, too much waste left out in the open could attract wild wolves, and in this world, it might instead attract hungry monsters. Thus, waste had to be collected within the town’s walls, and it was the cleaners’ job to turn the useful waste into fertilizer and dispose of the rest far away from the city.


  Actually, guarding cleaners during these journeys was a job well-suited for newbie adventurers. Waste was often disposed of in fixed locations, so there was a good chance they’d encounter monsters and wild beasts who fed off the scraps.


  Not that it was particularly relevant, but vagrants would often encamp near these dumping spots, eventually forming slums. Creative works from my old world would often mention the foul stench of the slums, but rather than a feature of the location, it was probably just a result of the rotting garbage.


  The majority of these slums were taken care of by the temples, who were funded by the kingdom. They employed workers for this role as part of efforts to help the poor. This was an important job, so they were considered citizens of the town and were better respected than those who lived in the slums.


  In my old world, on the other hand, such work was typically relegated to the sick, especially during the Middle Ages. Plus, illness was considered a sign of insufficient piety back then, so they would live at churches and were compelled to pray whenever they weren’t performing their duties. This could definitely be considered the dark side of the towns and cities in medieval worlds.


  “I suppose our first course of action is investigating Grand Priest Malavoi’s office and living quarters, then searching for traces of him near the temple,” said Viscount Schlünz. It seemed he believed that Grand Priest Malavoi had fled.


  Baron Draeseke spoke next. “We also must confirm the temple’s financial situation.”


  I nodded along, but personally, I was fine with anything as long as the temple wasn’t getting in Mazel’s way. On the other hand, I could understand that the kingdom wanted a reason for someone from the nobility to get a leg up over the temple. Though that was also why I personally didn’t want to pry too deep into the church’s affairs.


  “I will investigate his room and the living quarters,” Viscount Schlünz went on. “I would like Viscount Zehrfeld to investigate the office, and Baron Draeseke the temple’s surroundings. Afterward, we will look into the temple’s financial affairs together.”


  “Understood.”


  “Yessir.”


  “Then follow me, Viscount,” said Grand Priest Reppe as he stood from his chair. I was quite obliged to be guided by a Grand Priest himself, but he probably just didn’t want me looking in any extra rooms. As such, I bowed obligingly and followed him, while the judicial representative who accompanied us this morning followed me.


  I had originally planned on having Lily and Annette wait here, but given all the bustle, it was probably best to take them with me. Lily seemed to be dying to check things out, and Neurath and Schünzel could definitely prove a help when it came to reviewing documents…though maybe that’d be an issue.


  “Yes, and thank you.”


  We scuttled along in a herd—well, okay, maybe there weren’t enough of us to warrant that term. Anyway, we headed for the office wing located deep inside the temple while very aware of all the stares we were receiving. The ministers we passed by all bowed, though that was probably to the Grand Priest and not me.


  I suddenly realized something and turned to Annette. “Have you ever done paperwork before?”


  “My clerical skills are quite average.”


  It was dumb to ask that of a lady knight who was so trusted by the high nobility that she had been appointed a guard. This thought had occurred to me before, but maybe I really did need to have Neurath and Schünzel undergo more training. That was the thought on my mind as I was led to the second floor of the office wing.


  “This is Grand Priest Malavoi’s office.”


  Grand Priest Reppe turned the key to reveal a surprisingly well-kempt room. Books filled the entire wall, just like a professor’s or principal’s office from my old world. Documents lined his desk, and while there were shelves and large boxes, it didn’t quite match his image as an arrogant ex-noble.


  “By the way, Viscount Zehrfeld. My apologies, but I have something to discuss with you.”


  “With me specifically?”


  “You’re free to pass on what I say, but I would like to inform you first.”


  What did someone as great as a Grand Priest want with me? I decided to just nod anyway. “Neurath, Schünzel, you guys start investigating. I’ll return as soon as I’m done meeting with the Grand Priest.”


  “Understood.”


  “Leave it to us.”


  I guess that made the judicial representative the person in charge. I left the room and glanced at the two temple guards standing outside the door. We couldn’t have anyone else entering, after all.


  Then, I followed Grand Priest Reppe to the third floor, and was brought inside the temple head’s office, which was watched by two guards who seemed even burlier than the last two. This room was typically off-limits to people of my rank, so I was pretty nervous, to be honest.


  “Wow,” I said without meaning to, once I stepped inside. 


  “It’s quite grand, no?” asked Grand Priest Reppe with a chuckle.


  It really was. Even the conference table was adorned with gold, and I could see crystals and jewels placed around the office. If the Grand Priests’ offices were principals’ offices, then this was a CEO’s. There was a glass pane covering the window, and even the curtain looked expensive.


  “It often troubles me that so many young clergy have pinned their ambitions on this office.” 


  “I can understand that.” The priests could be preachy, but I guess they regarded even the temple as worldly, in the end. 


  I took the seat I was offered but declined a drink.


  “My apologies for calling you all the way here.”


  “Not at all. I’d happily attend to anything you need, Your Grace. What did you wish to discuss?”


  “I have heard from Chancellor Falkenstein that you are investigating the past.”


  “Well, a little.” I was cautious with my response, as I didn’t know how much the Grand Priest had heard. This discussion could get heavy.


  “Do you know why the capital’s temple was built here?”


  “I can’t say I do.”


  Why it was built here? I had never thought about that before. Sure, it was one of the nicest areas in the city, but it was far away from the noble quarters. I had assumed they built it where it’d be convenient for the common folk. 


  At least, that’s what I figured, but what Grand Priest Reppe said was the last thing I’d expected to hear. 


  “This temple was built on the remains of the birthplace of Lady Juliane, the first holy woman.” The shock blew right through my attempt to keep a poker face, which Grand Priest Reppe seemed to find rather interesting. “So you are familiar with Lady Juliane?”


  “Well, a bit.”


  “I see. I had heard you were close with Princess Laura, after all.”


  It was true. I was familiar with that name. I felt like there was some extra meaning behind the way he said “Princess Laura,” but I decided not to correct his misunderstanding.


  “House Weinzierl, the current royal family, was not originally a noble house of this land.”


  “Really?”


  “Indeed, though it is quite the long story…”


  I was starting to regret not accepting that drink he offered. It seemed this was going to take a while, and my pessimistic premonitions tended to come true. 


  To summarize, the first Demon Lord had appeared in the north, where the ancient kingdom’s capital was located. This capital was destroyed, and the ancient kingdom descended into chaos. The Demon Lord began to consume humans and plants, morphing them into Demonic Beings, and in this way built his army. This was the first I’d heard of humans having been turned into monsters this way. I guess Demons really were once human. 


  Meanwhile, the surviving noble houses of the ancient kingdom fled to the south, settled the land, and waged a defensive war. Grand Priest Reppe said that the Great Temple of Finoy was the base of their operations, but back then, it was probably still a fortress. I got the feeling that this was when people began to put so much value on muscle-headedness and military exploits.


  But there was one thing that just didn’t seem to make sense.


  “Why was the capital destroyed?”


  “According to our teachings, it was God’s wrath.”


  Whether or not Grand Priest Reppe believed that, it was still likely the story passed down by the church. But that just confirmed what felt off. Anything that gave the Demon Lord or his army an advantage was written off as “God’s wrath upon humanity.” Anyway, it was probably best to let him continue his story.


  The current royal family of Weinzierl were nobles that had fled the north seeking refuge. Their manor had been located far away from the city’s center. Although they were displaced, they had quite the army, and accomplished much in battle against the Demons, even single-handedly establishing a foothold in the south.


  “Even once their nation had fallen, they continued to fight the Demons. I am sure that is why the first holy woman was born to the Weinzierls.”


  “I see.”


  I guess this was a case of God helping those who helped themselves. No matter how I looked at it, that seemed pretty hypocritical. It was probably just a coincidence, but the holy woman being born to a family acknowledged by God was a convenient story for both the royals and the church.


  However, I had no reason to arbitrarily doubt this story. I accepted it as fact and kept listening.


  “The holy woman received the power of the oracle, and used it to endow humans with magical abilities, which were once believed to belong to Demons alone.”


  “It may be rude of me to say this, but I’m impressed people accepted that power so readily.”


  So magic really was a power used by the Demons. I had thought it was strange the spells used by both humans and Demons had the same names. Apparently, they’d originated from the ranks of the Demon army. Still, one misstep with those Demons’ powers and she’d have been labeled a witch.


  Reppe’s response was oddly calm. “Humanity was backed into a corner. If they didn’t exhaust every option available to them, they could have easily faced extinction.”


  “Is this why people still look down on magic?” 


  “I can’t deny that it is a factor.”


  Hmm, why did I still feel like something was off? Well, I’d leave that for later. 


  “Those who were blessed by God to receive the power of magic could battle the Demons on equal footing. At the same time, nobles fleeing the north and great warriors from the south began to band together. Healing magic is truly a wondrous power.”


  “Indeed.”


  With the Demon army on their tails, it had been no time for infighting. No doubt there was some politicking involved, but still, who would’ve thought that the south, once oppressed, would become the continent’s dominant power? Those refugee nobles must have been in a precarious diplomatic position. 


  “And once the south rallied their forces and things had settled down, a drastic change came over the Demon Lord’s territory to the north. The Demon Lord devoured the land itself, creating a tremendous army that emerged from the waters that had submerged the whole of the northlands. The human forces gathered at the Great Temple of Finoy to prepare for the final battle.”


  “Is that so?” So the Demons had warped nature itself. Could this be connected to the fact magic stones utilized natural power?


  “Among the volunteer army that gathered at Finoy was the Hero Jörg, who would go on to defeat the Demon Lord. This was where he fortuitously encountered the holy woman, as was His will.”


  “They were a volunteer army?”


  “I ask that you keep this a secret, but while they were referred to as ‘volunteers,’ they were actually slaves.”


  “Huh?”


  The Hero who defeated the Demon Lord was a slave soldier in a society of nobles? Whether Jörg was truly a Hero who received a heavenly oracle or just an amazing fighter, revealing as much would inevitably cause a scandal. Actually, that was probably why we didn’t even know where he was buried.


  “The Hero and the holy woman, aided by four boon comrades, defeated the Demon army’s main forces and gravely injured the Demon Lord, concluding the Battle of Finoy as a victory for humanity. The Demon Lord fled alone to the south. There, he devoured a town to recover his strength, though he never again attained his previous power.”


  “So the first Hero had a party as well. I had no idea.”


  “It was a time that needed a Hero. It is only natural that one was famed above the others.” 


  Yeah, Reppe was being oddly calm about all this. Didn’t he think it was strange that even the holy woman’s name had been concealed? Even the Hero’s name was half forgotten by now.


  “Thus, the Demon Lord created the Four Fiends and hid himself so that he could recover his strength. It is said that the Hero and his party tracked him down and defeated him.”


  “Hmm…”


  Wouldn’t there usually be some sort of fighting retreat? Not to mention, the Four Fiends appeared out of nowhere. It was like the whole middle part of the story was missing.


  “During the Battle of Finoy, the local lord of this town perished. When exactly it happened is unclear, but the holy woman’s family by birth, the Weinzierls, gained the populace’s support and were named the city’s new rulers.”


  “I see.”


  I could understand that. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say Juliane and Jörg had become quite close after their chance meeting at Finoy. It was natural to think the townspeople thought they’d be safe in the hands of the family that supported the union of Hero and holy woman.


  Still, things got complicated once you considered how the other nobles must have felt. Or maybe, it was the opposite. Perhaps it was more natural to assume these nobles weren’t pleased about handing the town over to an ex-slave, so they gave it to the holy woman’s family instead.


  But if that was true, this theoretical Hero’s assassination started to feel a lot more real. I still didn’t have any evidence, but I was starting to glimpse a bigger picture.


  While I was lost in my thoughts, there was a knock at the door. Grand Priest Reppe bade them enter, and someone who must have been a minister stepped inside. 


  “What is it? We’re in the middle of an important discussion.”


  “My apologies, but Count Jhering says he has something to discuss with you, Your Grace.”


  Reppe sighed and gave me an apologetic look. “I do apologize, but I will be away for a moment.”


  “Of course.” I knew you couldn’t easily refuse a count, so I simply nodded. What else could you do? 


  That’s when Reppe took a book from the shelves and placed it in front of me. “Read this while I’m gone.” It was a lavish volume, and even its cover was adorned with gold. It looked nice, but I felt like it was a bit too nice to be inside a temple. “My apologies. I’ll only be a moment.”


  “Please, don’t trouble yourself on my account.” 


  If these were documents—historical records—found only within this temple, then there was a good chance I was about to read something recorded nowhere else. I jumped right into reading, but the paper was getting a little old, so I had to be careful.


  Much of the book was about magic. Apparently, the first spells that Lady Juliane had taught humanity were healing spells. However, they discovered that these techniques could be deployed offensively through what you might call “Magical Studies.” Thus did they add offensive magic to their arsenal in the war against the Demon army. 


  But apparently, Lady Juliane had said, “One day, this magic will be used against humans. How frightening God’s wrath can be.” She struck me as being the serious type, though I could definitely understand her worries.


  Following that was an illustration depicting the Battle of Finoy, embellished with text that read: “Through the efforts of the Hero and holy woman, humanity destroyed the containment stones, the instruments that birthed the Demons. Thus lost the Demon Lord the power to create minions in endless droves.” 


  These containment stones, I gathered from context, had originally served a different purpose. Plus, the text seemed to imply that while the Demon Lord could create Demons, he needed some sort of intermediary to do so. That was probably the reason only the northern half of the continent had sunk, while the southern half remained.


  I got the vague feeling that these containment stones had been an invention of the ancient kingdom’s. Considering my previous knowledge, it was possible they were part of the techniques used to create magic stones.


  Let’s say that the north gained the ability to create magic stones, and all the south could do was accept that. With magic stones providing power, as electricity would, the north could guarantee that all its people lived comfortably. And as the stones’ effects became more prevalent, the south would hold the north in ever higher esteem as the creators of the stones. Which would make the stones quite the means of winning over the minds of the south. Still, I had no evidence to support that, so that would just have to be a theory for now.


  Other things caught my eye as well. First, the Hero’s party, including Lady Juliane, were all of noble standing. If Jörg was a prince, then they fit the image of a video game party: a prince, a holy woman, and a band of young nobles questing to vanquish the Demon Lord. 


  No, wait a second. This was a nation destroyed by the north, and Jörg was a slave soldier of the lands the north occupied. So rather, if the Hero was a descendant of the south’s royal family, then it’d be the perfect setup for a hero’s journey.


  You could take it further. Given that people were so fond of fallen royalty, for whatever reason, it was quite likely rumors went around that Jörg was of southern noble stock.


  Think about it. The constant threat of the Demon Lord would have imposed a certain balance between the nobles seeking refuge from the north and the southern rulers who held onto power by appeasing those masters of theirs. The introduction of a supposed scion of the fallen monarchy, who was beloved by the people, definitely threatened that balance. So I could easily imagine people spreading rumors of Jörg’s pedigree, never mind if they were true or not. In which case, what would the nobility who had fled from the north think?


  I’d covered quite a lot of info, so I lifted my eyes from the pages and tried to get it all straight in my head. 


  First, the timeline. The ancient kingdom unifies the continent, then they invent the technology that produces magic stones. Next, the Demon Lord appears and destroys the ancient kingdom’s central power supply. Northern nobles flee to the south, a holy woman appears, and humanity gains access to magic. The seat of the ancient kingdom’s power, the north, sinks into the sea. Then, a Hero is discovered and the Demon Lord is defeated.


  For now, I’d ignore anything that happened in between. I definitely felt like the pace suddenly picked up after the appearance of the holy woman. Perhaps the Demon army needed time to recuperate its forces after destroying the ancient kingdom’s capital.


  Next, the Hero wasn’t just a commoner. He was a slave—one from occupied territories. This must have had great impact on the ancient kingdom’s politics. People would have been watching him closely.


  All members of the Hero’s party besides the Hero himself were of noble birth. They were definitely allies, but had they perhaps been keeping tabs on him too? That Jörg could accomplish so much on his own likely posed a threat to some of the noble houses. 


  Moving on: When the kingdom’s original territories sank into the sea, the people of the continent lost their capital. The Hero and holy woman would have then served as the only figureheads humanity could rally around once the Demon Lord was defeated.


  But once the Hero was gone, they probably couldn’t avoid nation-splitting strife, like how the words “the people were disobedient” were recorded after Queen Himiko of Yamatai’s death. I couldn’t help but marvel at how the Weinzierls had managed to maintain power despite that. Wait.


  Huh. I didn’t see any mention of Lady Juliane’s younger brother, the first king of Wein. Plus, nothing was recorded about the other members of the Hero’s party besides that they were nobles. Given that this was a temple library, it stood to reason this text might be one focused on the holy woman. Still, it seemed every detail here served to legitimize the church’s authority. 


  Wait a second.


  Why was I reading this? To the temple, this would definitely be a secret worth guarding closely. I had let my misgivings slide during our conversation, but the fact priestly magic didn’t come from God or his blessings certainly struck me as something the church would want to hide from anyone outside its walls. 


  Not to mention, it had been a while. I had enough time to read the whole book, and yet Grand Priest Reppe hadn’t returned, and neither had the team investigating Grand Priest Malavoi come to fetch me.


  I flung myself at the heavy door in a panic. It wouldn’t open, but it wasn’t locked—it had been bolted from the outside. Beating down such a heavy door wasn’t going to be easy.


  …I’m trapped!


   


  ***


   


  It should have been the sound of water flowing into the capital that filled this space, but instead it was the footsteps of almost a dozen men. The underground waterway was dark, but a few of the squad’s members held magic lanterns to light their surroundings, making them stand out conspicuously against the black. The metallic clatter of their armor echoed under the stone ceiling, lending a sense of solidity to their eerie lamplit silhouette. 


  While scarcely any water flowed here, the stones were damp with humidity, and slippery under the squadron’s feet. “Who would’ve thought there was an escape route in the waterways beneath the temple?” said one of them, his sarcastic remarks directed at a man in the garb of a Grand Priest.


  “The manors of the nobility once stood here, after all. Wasn’t your manor the same, Lord Cnut?” replied Grand Priest Reppe, still dressed in his church vestments. He spoke the truth plainly and without ill will. 


  Silence, however, was his interlocutor’s only answer. But Cnut Claus Cortolezis had indeed escaped from his manor by a similar passageway, which was how he had come to find refuge at the temple. He knew he was in no place to answer back. Instead, he switched subjects. “They’ve really taken some pains with this, huh?”


  “This is our one and only chance, after all. The king and crown prince are quite capable. One mistake and they would have ­ruined us.”


  “And you’re all in now. First you abandoned your other comrades, and now you’ve turned your own office into a trap.”


  “It’s perfectly natural for me to bring boxes into my office, after all.”


  Of course Werner had found the place oddly well-kempt, as it had been Grand Priest Reppe’s office, not Malavoi’s. With no nameplate on the door, Reppe had merely to call the room his own and Werner would be none the wiser. 


  Reppe had brought the same miasma traps found in the dungeons into his own room, separated Werner from the rest of his group, and had only Werner’s retinue investigate the office. Thus, the trap was set.


  “Wouldn’t it have been better to trap Werner there too?”


  “Viscount Zehrfeld cannot be underestimated.”


  Reppe had worried that Werner might burst through a window or kick down the door and thus concluded it was best to separate him from the rest of the group. He may have thought more highly of Werner than Werner did himself.


  “And Sarg too?”


  “They’re no more than pawns, though they have proven useful. I’m sure they’re wreaking havoc in the capital as we speak, which will force the kingdom to split its forces,” Reppe said coolly as he left a mark low on the stone wall.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Leaving a trail so he can follow after us. That girl is quite smart. If her hands were free, I’m sure that’s what she would have done.”


  They had already made it past the mazelike waterways beneath the capital, but Reppe wanted to ensure Werner didn’t second-guess himself midway and turn back. So Reppe was leaving a trail for him to follow, confident that Werner would notice the marks.


  “Truly, I need keep my eyes peeled all the time,” said Reppe as he glanced at the girl his guards were dragging forward by the shoulders. 


  Sensing his gaze, Lily slightly lifted her head. The paralysis agent had yet to completely wear off, so even that small movement was an effort, but she still managed to croak out, “Wh-why?”


  “I do have some sympathy for you,” said Reppe, as if to drown her out. He was being honest, though his next utterance betrayed that. “If you weren’t the Hero’s sister, you would have died ignorant of what was happing to you, free of fear, with but the slightest pain.” 


  Lily was silent.


  Cnut barked a scornful laugh. “You’re a stand-in for Princess Laura, quite the enviable position for a mere commoner! You should be shuddering with tears of joy!”


  “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it,” said Reppe, not because he agreed, but because he couldn’t be bothered to give any thought to his response. The walkway was slippery, and dragging an incapacitated woman with them had only slowed their progress. “In any case, she is lucky she won’t be in the capital when it devolves into a bloodbath.”


  Cnut snorted. The group carried on in silence. At some point, Lily began to stir. The paralysis agent must have been subsiding. She was incapacitated, yet she still tried to resist. Cnut grabbed her by the bangs and peered into her eyes with a viscous sneer. “You can’t run now. Stay still, and maybe you’ll live just a little longer.”


  “Please,” Reppe cut in, “do not be too rough with her. She’s already quite feeble for someone serving as a vessel.” 


  Cnut snorted one more time before violently jerking Lily’s head aside.


  That’s when they suddenly heard a voice from behind. “Wait!”


  “Well, well…” Grand Priest Reppe looked slightly surprised to see Werner coming up behind them, panting. After confirming the viscount was alone, Reppe waved a command to his guards, then addressed Werner. “Are you alone?”


  “Well, yeah. I’m sure more of your cronies are still inside the temple anyway.”


  “Indeed they are,” sighed Reppe as he watched Werner approach, lance at the ready despite his labored breaths.


  The temple guards formed a wall between Reppe and Werner. There were three in one row and two just behind them, while further back were Reppe, Cnut, Lily, and the two guards carrying her. Werner noticed they were the same guards who had been standing outside the Grand Priest’s office during the investigation and cursed under his breath. There were more of them than he had expected.


  The underground waterways were cramped, but Werner held fast to his weapon and fixed his foes with a defiant glare. Though his enemies had the advantage of numbers, he stood ready and willing to face them. 


  This inspired Reppe to remark, “You don’t seem very surprised.”


  “Well, you know. I had already figured out I was played.” Werner had heard the Demon Commander in the capital had recovered from his wounds while wearing Pückler’s form, but also knew that Gezarius, his counterpart in Anheim, had borne an eye injury that had never healed. Though Werner never gave it much thought, it did strike him as odd. Unless Pückler had a conspirator in the capital who could heal his wounds, of course. “You’ve been colluding with the Demon army for quite a while, haven’t you?”


  “I take issue with the word ‘colluding,’ but I suppose that doesn’t matter.” Far from denying Werner’s words, Reppe merely nodded and said, “I suppose that’s not the only truth you’ve come to discover?” 


  “Mangold’s subordinates, right?”


  “Exactly. I was the one who interfered with the troops Lord Mangold sent to Fort Werisa,” responded Reppe, sounding perfectly calm. Apparently, he had spiked Mangold’s drink with a narcotic that clouded the mind, forcing him to comply. “I simply told him his victory was assured and offered a glass to celebrate his triumph. He downed it first, if I’m remembering correctly, and his subordinates followed without a second thought. That made things easy for me.”


  “You bastard! No curses are enough to—”


  “His father was a man among men, but his son doesn’t quite measure up to you, Lord Werner.”


  “That doesn’t feel like much of a compliment.”


  Reppe looked oddly sympathetic, even as a smile completely unbefitting of the situation crept onto his lips. The Grand Priest may have meant it as praise, but given the circumstances, Werner quite reasonably felt no validation.


  Reppe continued his speech. “But had you chased us down with your vassals, it would have given credence to the rumors that you had escaped with a small number of your retainers in tow.”


  “Well, I knew that was what you had to be thinking.”


  Seeing that Neurath and the others had been paralyzed but not killed, Werner concluded Reppe was trying to lure them down here, so he’d instead sent them to report the matter to the palace. One major issue was that it was impossible to determine who inside the temple was friend or foe. Thus, Werner had ordered them to hurry to the palace at all costs, and even to cut through Count Jhering’s knights if he turned against them. Werner would take the blame for any fallout, he assured them. 


  On the other hand, Reppe hoped that if Werner entrusted the report to someone within the temple, one of his underlings would receive it, smother it, and instead spread rumors that Werner and his vassals had fled. This had failed.


  “I would have just killed them all if I had known it would come to this.” 


  “You were just trying to keep the other factions from picking up the stench of blood.” Werner knew there were several rival groups within the temples. He had zero doubts that this decision was a result of Reppe prioritizing his own.


  The three guards at the front raised their shields to form a wall. Werner had been trying to gradually approach Reppe and Lily regardless, but this blockade prevented him.


  “You got here quite quickly. While I knew you would pursue us, you’ve arrived at the worst time.”


  “I guess that means I arrived right when I needed to,” said Werner, grinning as his breathing returned to normal.


  Reppe was likely continuing this discussion out of fear more pursuers could be behind Werner. He spoke once again, all the while concealing his intentions of coaxing out as much intel as he could from his pursuer in this murky underground passage. “I wasn’t expecting you to discover these tunnels so quickly. I had even positioned suspicious carriages outside the temple.”


  “I mean, I did set fire to the temple head’s office.”


  “…What?” Reppe couldn’t help his look of surprise. “But there shouldn’t have been anything that could light a spark.”


  “As long as you’ve got the light of the sun shining through the window, all you need are a few decorative crystals and some dried paper to start a fire.”


  Werner had been lucky enough to find some old documents from the countryside written in cheap, flammable monster ink. He had used the crystals as a lens to focus the sun’s rays and set fire to the papers. Then, he waited for the flames to spread before retrieving his lance from his magic bag, smashing the window, and jumping outside.


  Next, he raised a ruckus, yelling about a fire in the temple head’s office and demanding to know Grand Priest Reppe’s whereabouts. That prompted Reppe’s underlings, who were waiting by the carriages with fake intel, to let it slip that he had headed for the morgue. They were largely ignorant of the situation and had only received orders to slow Werner down. To them, the fire in the temple head’s office was a bigger issue.


  Reppe looked dumbfounded. “I’m impressed by your ingenuity.”


  “Honestly, I was pretty panicked. I didn’t understand your motivations, or why you chose to act now.”


  “You didn’t notice the letter Lily had dropped?”


  “The one by the exit asking me for help? Unfortunately for you, I know Lily’s handwriting well.”


  Werner wasn’t lying, but this wasn’t completely the truth either. Before he headed for the morgue, a member of the church had handed him a letter, but it had been written on monster-skin parchment, not paper. Thus, he knew it was a fake, and rather than dissuade him, it confirmed that he was on the right path. There, he searched for and discovered a hidden door.


  “Anyway, I’m here now. There’s no doubt about it. So don’t try anything,” said Werner, glancing at Lily beyond the wall of shields. “Still, I hadn’t expected you’d target Lily alone and now of all times. I’d love to know the reason.”


  “Hmm, well…” At those words, the three shield-bearers in front drew their swords—as did their two comrades in the back. Despite the cramped confines of the passage, there was enough space for three men to stand side by side.


  Werner cautiously readied his weapon.


  “We’ve got a hostage. Can’t we just make him surrender?” asked Cnut, staring at Lily.


  “It’d be unwise to give a man like him any opportunity to act,” Reppe said coldly. He hadn’t expected Werner would catch up so quickly, but more importantly, the fact Werner had come alone even after so thoroughly deducing his intentions made him nervous. He wanted to make sure they didn’t give Werner another chance to use his cunning against them.


  “Plus…”


  Before Reppe could finish his words, the three guards in front surged toward Werner, swinging their swords at him with full force. Werner twisted his body to dodge two of the cuts and blocked the other with his spear. One of the swords he evaded struck the wall beside him, carving through rock till the blade was buried deep in the wall.


  “What?” Cnut exclaimed in shock.


  “That sword doesn’t stop once drawn,” said Reppe.


  Werner barely managed to deflect the monstrous weapon as it came on again, then jumped back to recover his guard. “The Sword of Ruin, I see.”


  “You really can’t be underestimated, Lord Werner. I’m shocked to see you’re familiar with Cursed Weapons.”


  “That wasn’t a question.” It was clear from Werner’s expression that he was holding back profanities. He knew he had said something he shouldn’t have.


  Within the game that Werner remembered, characters equipped with the Sword of Ruin couldn’t be controlled in battle. It was a cursed blade that attacked ceaselessly and indiscriminately, targeting even comrades. Its stats, however, were among the best in the game.


  At the same time, curses could be lifted at the temples, but lifting the curse meant losing the item. It was just a game though, so Werner had never found that strange.


  “Who’d have thought it’d be stored at the temple?”


  “It’s only natural that this is where dangerous items would be held.” 


  Cursed gear could be found in treasure chests or, mysteriously, inside monsters, to be discovered only when you flayed their corpses for materials. Having Cursed Weapons hidden among useful ones was generally considered a trap laid by the Demon Lord.


  These weapons were too dangerous to equip and could only be sold for ten gold coins at most, so they were typically discarded. In the game, Mazel and his comrades were the only adventurers. In this world, though, there were a lot more adventurers, which meant more people came across cursed equipment during their journeys.


  “Sometimes, adventurers choose to wield the weapons they find. Other times, those weapons make their way to the temples.”


  “This is getting freakin’ annoying!” Werner parried and blocked and sometimes even managed to score a counterattack, but never enough to stop the flurry of attacks. He couldn’t help but curse as he fought off the three ferocious guards. They were skilled, and their weapons were sturdy. He had to be careful.


  Suddenly, one of the guards attacked another. His target completely ignored the friendly fire to take another swing at Werner. The last guard swung at him from behind.


  The ground was slippery, so Werner had to watch his feet. He dodged the two blades swinging down on him in a pincer attack and blocked one of the guards before stabbing his lance forward. However, the wet floor, the heavy armor, and the shields equipped by his opponents limited his targets. He couldn’t land a fatal blow.


  “Some make their livings by recovering the items these adventurers have discarded.”


  “You should’ve taught your underlings not to copy them!”


  In the game, discarded equipment could never be recovered. But while Werner had never considered the possibility before, this world apparently had adventurers who specialized in collecting those items. Perhaps that included equipment recovered by Mazel and his party.


  “Still, I had hoped we wouldn’t have to use it,” remarked Reppe.


  “Yeah, I bet,” Cnut scoffed, standing beside Reppe with a grim look. The fact this sword attacked not just Werner but their own comrades made it beyond dangerous.


  “We had no other choice,” Reppe answered sternly. “This was not the ideal outcome, but we absolutely must kill Werner right here and now, even if it means our comrades’ sacrifice.”


  “If that’s what you say, then that’s what goes, right?” It wasn’t Cnut that had spoken, but Lily. She hadn’t fully regained her mobility, but she had continued to struggle, attempting to break free of the men who were shackling her.


  “Don’t do anything stupid. Shut up and watch,” retorted Cnut.


  Werner addressed Reppe as he continued to fight. “You were so dissatisfied that it brought you to this?”


  “Dissatisfied isn’t quite the right word.”


  “Then what?” Werner blocked a strike from one of the guards and flung his upper body backward to knock his opponent off-balance. Then, he thrust his spear at another. As soon as the tip pierced through the armor and into the guard’s side, Werner retracted his weapon and recovered his footing to prepare for the next attack. He took this opportunity to question Reppe, but he hadn’t expected his answer.


  “Because I learned something, Lord Werner.”


  “Learned what?” As he spoke, Werner and the three guards deftly switched positions. Werner stabbed his lance into a guard’s leg even as a sword drew blood from his shoulder. It was a shallow wound, but Werner couldn’t hold back a grimace. Meanwhile, his opponent didn’t look pained at all. Werner inwardly cursed this unfairness, and Reppe’s next words only rubbed salt into the wound.


  “The oracle Her Highness received.”


  “Huh?” The utterance slipped from Werner’s lips as two guards came at him from opposite sides. They swung their swords high into the air, which ironically left them open. Werner slipped between them, used his leg as an axis to spin around and avoid their attack, and thrust the tip of his lance into the throat of another guard standing behind them.


  Werner quicky put distance between himself and his opponents, dodging a cut from one of them by a hair’s breadth. However, he couldn’t avoid the shield as it bashed into him. He was sent flying backward and just barely managed to land on his feet. He must have bit his tongue, as he spat out bloody saliva before responding. “So what?”


  “God’s oracles are absolute,” answered Reppe as he stared at Werner with eyes that evinced absolute faith. “The existence of a Hero, the return of the Demon Lord… It was all truth, no? There is no doubt that Princess Laura’s child will one day rule.”


  The guards once again rushed toward Werner. He blocked one with the haft of his spear and thrust its head forward, piercing another. He knew this accomplished little, but the third guard now leaped toward him, so he swung his lance to the side, jumped backward, and once again took up a proper stance.


  When he’d confirmed Werner’s retreat had put him at an unthreatening distance, Reppe carried on. “If a holy woman’s child will rule, then the current royal family stands in the way of that. While I personally respect the abilities of the ruling royals, their genius no longer matters.”


  “Really? That’s your reason…?!” Werner croaked, barely able to speak through the dull pain in his shoulder. It certainly wasn’t the motive he’d expected. While he thought Reppe may be aligned with Sarg and the doomsayers, it turned out to be the opposite; he was a zealot with absolute faith in God.


  Still, Werner could at least partially understand where he was coming from. Reppe had practiced the church’s teachings and believed God to be real, only to discover that magic, one of His supposed blessings, had been derived from the Demon Lord. Preserving his faith meant clinging to the idea that the oracles were God’s true purpose.


  While Werner knew it was only natural that something had come undone within Grand Priest Reppe’s heart, perhaps that was only because Werner viewed God with such indifference. Of course, he had zero intention of excusing Reppe.


  “Then why are you after Lily?!”


  “While I pity the Hero’s sister, it is tragedy that moves the people’s hearts.”


  “What?”


  Reppe shrugged, his expression as composed as ever. “Tragedy shall befall the Hero’s friends and family, and he will find solace in the devoted support of the holy woman by his side. Naturally, any child born to them will win the people’s hearts.” 


  “…You’ve got to be kidding me.” It had been a long time since Werner gazed upon someone with so much hate in his eyes.


  However, Reppe only looked at him with the kind of sympathetic look one usually reserved for those who were far from the brightest. “I’m sure you yourself have realized that there is truth in Sarg’s teachings. Despite the circumstances, humans still vie for their personal power and gain, rather than band together.”


  “So what?”


  “I don’t wish to expose the holy woman’s child to such greed. We must eliminate the filthy nobles and royals from this world, even if it means working with the Demon army.”


  “Like hell we must!” Werner violently swung his lance at his three opponents, as if charging it with all his contempt for such twisted teachings. He made three sharp thrusts, breaking through one guard’s shield and piercing his arm. Then, he kicked the other two aside as he retracted his spear and then thrust it back out as one of them barreled at him from the left. The tip grazed the guard’s leading shoulder before plunging into his chest.


  But just as Werner was assured he had done some real damage, Reppe cast healing magic that immediately erased the wound hiding beneath the guard’s armor. Werner cursed under his breath.


  “I’m still a Grand Priest, after all,” said Reppe, sounding as composed as ever.


  “I wish I could forget,” Werner muttered. Then the guards were on him once again. The waterway rang out with the sounds of their combat, the clamor of blades on armor, the shuffling and stomping of combatants changing positions. 


  Werner fought alone, gradually racking up several minor wounds. Meanwhile, the trio of guards received constant healing from Reppe. No sooner would he injure one than Reppe would undo the damage.


  Eventually, Werner’s movements grew visibly more sluggish. Since he hurried after Reppe’s party, he had been tired from the start. It was a one-versus-three brawl, and he was the only one accu-mulating damage. He was overwhelmed.


  But that’s exactly what made Reppe hesitate. He knew Werner must be planning something, but what? Just as this question began to morph into secret panic, an unfamiliar presence emerged behind Cnut and Lily that caused them to shiver. 


  That’s when a voice rang out from behind them. “I came to check up on you since you were so late. What’s the holdup?”


  The figure that appeared behind Reppe bore the voice of a young woman and the robes of a minister—ones that seemed oddly new. A hood concealed her face, but what had Cnut and Lily’s expressions frozen in fear were the countless monstrous insects that followed her in a writhing swarm. 


  “My apologies,” Reppe said, paying no mind to the monsters. “We encountered an unexpected obstacle.” 


  The figure sounded bored. “Then let me give you a hand.”


  Immediately, chains of light wrapped around Werner’s body. A debuff had been cast on him, dulling his movements. He barely managed to block an attack with the haft of his lance, though he had no way of avoiding the slash that followed. The blade dug into his side.


  Had the third guard attacked as well, that may have been the end for Werner. But that’s when the Cursed Weapon began to cause problems. The third guard aimed not at Werner, but the opponent Werner was defending against. By kicking away the third guard’s opponent, Werner barely managed to put distance between himself and his foes.


  “Agh…!”


  “Lord Werner!” cried Lily after hearing Werner’s pained groan. The paralysis agent had subsided, though while she spoke, she made no other movements. The thing dressed as a minister muttered an incantation, conjuring a blast of wind that swept up Werner—who had let down his guard—his three assailants, and even the corridor itself, the ceiling crumbling in a shower of stone.


  Strong magic had buffeted a spot that had weakened over the years, causing a collapse. The others felt like they had heard Werner shouting from within the falling debris, but perhaps it was just a trick of the thunderous echoes that filled the waterways.


  For a moment, they saw a ray of sunlight shining from above. Then in an instant, Reppe and the others were enveloped in a cloud of dust and smoke.


  “You’re as dramatic as always, I see,” said Reppe, staring at a pile of dust and rubble larger than a human head.


  “It’s yer fault for being tardy,” the woman said, sounding wholeheartedly uninterested.


  Cnut noticed an arm sticking out from beneath the rubble. “Is Werner dead?” he asked between coughs. 


  “Even if he isn’t, he’s beneath the rubble, and his side is injured. He won’t last very long,” Reppe answered, though he sounded somewhat doubtful himself.


  “Why not have yer guards investigate, if you’re so curious? You’ve administered them the medicine, correct?” the minister suggested vacantly. Despite the countless insect monsters behind them, the guards looked completely unbothered. The face hidden beneath the minister’s hood turned toward Lily. “That is the sister of this generation’s so-called Hero, I presume?”


  “She is.”


  “Then I shall take her. You two, and the two of you over there. Move this rubble, will you?”


  A giant bug far larger than any human took the guards’ place, wrapping around Lily to immobilize her. That seemed to shake her from her daze. “Lord Werner! Lord Werner!”


  “Shall we be going?”


  “Yes, let’s. To be safe, I’ll have my guards retrieve the body.”


  “Do as you wish.”


  “Lord Werneeeeer!”


  None paid attention to Lily’s pained screams. After ordering the guards to clean the rubble, Reppe and the others disappeared deeper into the darkness of the waterways as countless insects thronged around them. 
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  Afterword


   


  IT’S BEEN QUITE A WHILE, everyone. My name is Yuki Suzuki, and miraculously, I was able to publish a seventh volume for you all to enjoy. Thank you so much.


  Volume 7 is a turning point in the story. The only problem was my word count. When meeting with my editor, our conversation was basically: “Well, I think this is a good stopping point, but…” “This isn’t a book. It’s a blunt weapon.” “Well, I guess so…” Thus, we decided to split this volume into two parts, though that means there’ll definitely be a next volume! Thank you so much to the editorial department for approving this.


  Finally, I’d like to thank everyone who’s sent fan letters or supported me on social media, the readers of the web version, Sanshouuo (who drew some amazing illustrations for this volume), my editor Kawaguchi-sama, the manga adaptation artist Rampei Asio, and the manga’s editor Uchida-sama.


   


  Yuki SUZUKI


  November 2025
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  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter

OEBPS/images/sevenseaslogo.jpg





OEBPS/images/FRONTMATTER_01.jpg
INTO A GAME AS THE

f@ING NATED
HERO'S FRIEND

NOVEL

(PART 1)

WRITTEN BY

Yuki SUZUKI

ILLUSTRATED BY
Sanshouuo






OEBPS/images/INTERIORIMAGES_04.jpg





OEBPS/images/INTERIORIMAGES_06.jpg





OEBPS/images/FRONTMATTER_02.jpg
Reincarnated Into a Game as the Hero’s Friend:

Running the Kingdom Behind the Scenes (Light Novel) Vol. 7: Part 1

© 2025 Yuki SUZUKI
First published in Japan in 2025 by OVERLAP Inc., Ltd., Tokyo.

English translation rights arranged with OVERLAP Inc., Ltd., Tokyo.

No portion of this book may be reproduced or transmitted

in any form without written permission from the copyright
holders. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places,
and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination

or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events,
locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Any information or opinions expressed by the creators of this
book belong to those individual creators and do not necessarily
reflect the views of Seven Seas Entertainment or its employees.

Seven Seas press and purchase enquiries can be sent to
Marketing Manager Lauren Hill at press@gomanga.com.
Information regarding the distribution and purchase of
digital editions is available from Digital Operations Manager
CK Russell at digital@gomanga.com.

Seven Seas and the Seven Seas logo are trademarks of
Seven Seas Entertainment. All rights reserved.

Follow Seven Seas Entertainment online at
sevenseasentertainment.com.

TRANSLATION: Maddy Willette
ADAPTATION: Arisia Santiago

LOGO DESIGN: Mariel D4ga

COVER DESIGN: Nicky Lim
INTERIOR DESIGN: Clay Gardner
INTERIOR LAYOUT: Sheenly S.

COPY EDITOR: Luke C. Glassman
PROOFREADER: Amanda Eyer
QUALITY CONTROL: Meg van Huygen
EDITOR: Callum May

PREPRESS TECHNICIAN: April Malig, Jules Valera
PREPRESS MANAGER: Rafer Roberts
MANAGING EDITOR: Alyssa Scavetta
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF: Julie Davis
PUBLISHER: Lianne Sentar

VICE PRESIDENT: Adam Arnold
PRESIDENT: Jason DeAngelis

ISBN: 979-8-89765-400-0
Printed in Canada

First Printing: July 2026
10987654321





OEBPS/images/INTERIORIMAGES_05.jpg





OEBPS/images/FRONTMATTER_03.jpg
4

REINCARNATED INTO A GAME
AS THE HERO’S FRIEND

CONTENTS

CHAPTER 1
A SCENE FROM
THE CAPITAL

~Traps and Poison~

CHAPTER 2
THEIR RESPECTIVE
BATTLEGROUNDS

~Military Affairs and Motives~

CHAPTER 3
PAST MYSTERIES,
PRESENT DANGERS

~Secrets and Schemes~

AFTERWORD






OEBPS/images/INTERIORIMAGES_02.jpg





OEBPS/images/INTERIORIMAGES_03.jpg





OEBPS/images/CoverDesign.jpg
NOVEL!

RILLUSTRATIONS BY,
YukifSUZUKI i B Sanshouuo






OEBPS/nav.xhtml

  Table of Contents



  
    		Table of Contents



    		Color Gallery



    		Title Page



    		Copyrights and Credits



    		Table of Contents Page



    		Characters



    		World Map



    		Chapter 1: A Scene from the Capital



    		Chapter 2: Their Respective Battlegrounds



    		Chapter 3: Past Mysteries, Present Dangers



    		Afterword



    		Newsletter


  


  
    Landmarks


    
      		
        Table of Contents
      


    


  


OEBPS/images/COLORGALLERY_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/COLORGALLERY_02.jpg
2 @&
‘fmm
° O






OEBPS/images/INTERIORIMAGES_01.jpg





OEBPS/images/INTERIORIMAGES_09.jpg





OEBPS/images/COLORGALLERY_03.jpg





OEBPS/images/FRONTMATTER_06.jpg
Denham Village |

l“ .
Valerit.z‘:.q.






OEBPS/images/INTERIORIMAGES_10.jpg





OEBPS/images/INTERIORIMAGES_08.jpg





OEBPS/images/FRONTMATTER_04-05.jpg
\m\ NS n

< Drechsler
Mazel and Werner’s

classmate. A trustworthy

man with a bright
personality.

[~ 4N N
‘Frenssen
The protagonist’s subordinate
and aide. His role is akin to
a secretary’s, providing
support in clerical duties.

A
Lily
Younger sister of the Hero
Mazel. Having been rescued
by Werner, she now works
for the Zehrfeld household.

Current head of House
Zehrfeld and Werner’s

father. The royal family
trusts him deeply.

A mercenary leader.
As good with a sword
as he is at getting his
rowdy crew to fall in
line.

Member of the Hero's
party. A monk who
fights unarmed. Brings
a mature perspective
to the group.

Schunzei ’

One of the
protagonist’s
bodyguards. Works
with Neurath to
support him.

Member of the Hero's
party. A talented scout,
if a cheeky one. Treats
the protagonist like an
older brother.

\\ _; A
/
Neurath
One of the
protagonist’s
bodyguards. Throws
himself eagerly into

Luguentz
Warrior and member
of the Hero's party.

An acclaimed
adventurer and a good
mentor to the Hero.

Max'
Veteran knight and
second-in-command
to the protagonist, in
charge of leading his
forces in battle.

An expert in offensive
magic and member
of the Hero's party.
Wise and sagacious.

Holy woman and a
member of the Hero’s
party. Gifted in divine
magic, including healing.

/

\

\ Hermine"
Lady knight and
daughter of a count.
Has taken notice of the
protagonist’s talents.

Mazel

The Hero. On a journey

to defeat the Demon Lord.
Trusts the protagonist as
his best friend.

W

7 (R
==Seyfert
Elderly general and quasi-
member of the royal family.

Is interested in nurturing
the protagonist’s talents.

The protagonist of this tale.
Has memories of a previous
life. While his best friend,
the Hero, is afield, he has
his own battles to fight.
7

if// /// \\\\

] /

Hubertus
Crown prince of our
protagonist’s kingdom.
Thinks highly of Werner.
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