

  

    [image: Cover]

  



  

    [image: color1]

  



  

    [image: color2]

  



  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover

    
    	Color Illustrations


    	Characters

    	Map

    	Prologue: A Meeting in the Kingdom of Lenarute

    	In Reid’s Room

    	A New Fighting Skill

    	Training with My Father

    	Preparing to Visit Lenarute

    	Magic and Sandra’s Advice

    	Departure

    	The Royal Capital of Lenarute

    	Farrah and Asuna

    	Norris and King Elias

    	Norris and Rhesis

    	Skillful Maneuvering

    	Reiner and Zach, Reid and the Yukata

    	The Audience

    	The Command Performance

    	The Curtainfall

    	A Change of Plans

    	The Princess and Her Bodyguard Take Action

    	The Princess’s Grand Plan

    	Asuna and Norris

    	The Command Performance: Round Two

    	A Break

    	Reid’s Fury

    	Salt

    	Reid’s Awakening

    	Reiner’s Cleanup

    	Farah Lenarute

    	Aiming to Construct the Ultimate Mansion

    	Side Story: Nanalie’s Fears

    	Side Story: The Monsters in the Evil Forest Part 2

    	Side Story: How the Tale Began—The Meeting of Reiner Valdia and Nanalie Ronamis Part 2

    	Afterword

    	Bonus High Resolution Illustrations

    	About J-Novel Club

    	Copyright

  



  
Landmarks


	Table of Contents

	Color Illustrations







  

    [image: characters1]

  



  

    [image: characters2]

  



  

    [image: map]

  



  

    

      Prologue: A Meeting in the Kingdom of Lenarute


      The castle sat in the capital of Lenarute, a kingdom ruled by dark elves. There, in the royal residence located within the inner citadel, meetings had been held for days on end to discuss how the kingdom should answer a letter that had been personally penned by the emperor of Magnolia himself. Today was no different, and the discussions continued.


      An elderly dark elf looked over at the king doubtfully and asked, “Your Majesty, do you intend to accept the missive from the empire without challenge?”


      “The empire is fulfilling our agreement as promised,” the king responded from his throne. “They have not failed to honor anything. The missive assured that the empire has no intentions of ratifying the marriage contract during this visit.”


      The letter from the empire had addressed the marriage of the princess of Lenarute to a Magnolian noble. Naturally, only the highest-ranking members of the kingdom’s peerage who were aware of the secret agreement between the countries were present at the meeting.


      “However, it cannot be a coincidence that a margrave’s son is visiting at this point in time. Not only that, but the boy is the same age as Her Highness. It appears that the empire is all but confirming that he will be marrying our princess. You must be aware of that, King Elias.”


      “I am well aware, as I have told you many times already, Norris. What do you propose that I do in this situation? I know for a fact that you are cognizant of our agreement with the empire following the Valst Incident. What do you believe is possible for us in the current situation?”


      The man referred to as Norris was an elderly dark elf with black hair and blue eyes. Judging from his appearance, he was likely quite advanced in age—so much so that his many years were slightly observable despite his being a dark elf.


      The other man, King Elias, was a dark elf with black hair and yellow eyes. Though he had a youthful appearance, he had a commanding and dignified presence resembling that of a warrior.


      The two men had been scowling at each other while engaged in a heated exchange of opinions. Norris suddenly composed himself in the middle of their deliberations and looked the king in the eye.


      “Our agreement indeed states the marriage would be to ‘either a member of the imperial family or a noble of proportionate status.’ However, in such cases, the logical course of action would be to betroth a member of the imperial family to our princess. If that had happened first, and said betrothal had ended in failure, then I would be agreeable to a marriage between Her Highness and ‘a noble of proportionate status.’ In this case, the empire has immediately jumped to presenting the latter as the princess’s prospective partner. I cannot help but feel the empire is disparaging both the kingdom and the princess.”


      Upon hearing this, Elias furrowed his brows even further. He was understanding of Norris’s grievances, as even he’d expected his daughter to marry a member of the imperial family. The king had personally written to the


      Empire of Magnolia to discuss the princess’s marriage in accordance with their agreement, and the response from the emperor was that a margrave’s son would be visiting the kingdom as a potential candidate for betrothal to the princess. Elias had been surprised to read that, but when he saw that the candidate was the son of Margrave Reiner Valdia, he’d felt that this could perhaps be a good union.


      “While I understand what you are saying, her prospective partner is the son of Margrave Reiner Valdia, who is regarded as the most powerful swordsman in Magnolia. The Valdia Mark also shares a border with our kingdom. All in all, I believe he makes for a decent candidate. Don’t you agree?”


      Anyone working in the government would know that in the Empire of Magnolia, a margrave was considered to be of equal status to a duke. Moreover, the margraves of Magnolia were prominent and influential figures. The famous Margrave Reiner Valdia and Margrave Glade Kelvin were revered for their military prowess and collectively referred to as the sword and shield of the empire.


      Several years had passed since the Valst Incident had occurred, and though things had finally begun to settle down, when considering the kingdom’s future, Elias felt that there would be more practical benefit if his daughter were to marry Margrave Valdia’s son than if she were betrothed to a member of the imperial family or an upper-crust noble based in the capital.


      Norris had a completely different view of the situation. The alliance between the empire and the kingdom was only one in name. In reality, Lenarute had become a vassal state of Magnolia, which made it impossible for the two countries to negotiate on equal footing. Norris had always been deeply frustrated by this, so he had been gathering nobles who also had grievances about the secret agreement, scheming in hopes of finding an opportunity that would allow the countries to become equals.


      Elias was aware of Norris’s machinations to a certain extent, but he had no intention of purging him from his court. In fact, he’d been using the elder elf for his own advantage: Letting Norris act freely meant that nobles who were dissatisfied with the agreement with Magnolia would have an outlet for their frustrations.


      Perhaps that hadn’t been for the best, because when it came to meetings like the one currently taking place, Norris refused to back down. His stubbornness had become a pain in the neck for the king.


      Norris’s expression remained unchanged upon hearing what Elias had said. He maintained the humble countenance he’d adopted earlier and replied, “I understand your views as well, Your Majesty. While some of us still hesitate to agree to this union, our intention is merely to point out that if the empire were acting sensibly, they would have first attempted to negotiate a marriage into the imperial family. If an engagement between a member of the imperial family and Her Highness were to fall through, then I would be grateful for the opportunity to establish a relationship with the Valdia family.”


      Elias’s head began to ache from the seemingly never-ending debate that had been going in circles, and he gently placed a hand against his forehead and looked down as if he were contemplating something. Norris was firm in his belief that the princess should be married to a prince, and it appeared that he absolutely wouldn’t budge. If he could at least arrange for a discussion of marriage prospects between the two, a marriage to a prince would become a possibility. If the princess were to never be given the opportunity to even meet the prince, then her chances of marrying into the imperial family would be zero. If Norris succeeded at betrothing the Lenarutian princess to a Magnolian prince, she could eventually become the empress consort, thereby becoming a central figure in the Magnolian government who was sympathetic to Lenarute.


      The birth rate among dark elves was quite low, but if the princess and prince bore any children, it would be possible for their offspring to gain significant power. In Norris’s mind, the princess marrying into the imperial family would lead to long-term benefits for Lenarute in the political war between the two countries. He wanted to use the princess’s marriage as an opportunity for a Lenarutian to obtain a central role in the Magnolian government. Then, over time, the kingdom would be freed from its vassal state.


      No, we could do so much more, Norris thought as he went over his plan in his head. Lenarute will eventually take control of the empire from the inside!


      He had never forgotten the indignity of his kingdom being forced to enter an alliance in name only, while in reality, they had been subjugated by the empire. He believed that enabling the princess of his kingdom to become the empress consort of Magnolia would also allow him to get his revenge.


      Unfortunately for the elderly elf, Elias was no fool. He had a good idea of what Norris was thinking. Norris was a man with a strong sense of dignity, and not only was he devoted to his home kingdom but he also had a lot of pride as a dark elf. Such attributes contributed to the intense humiliation he felt over Lenarute’s downfall.


      Knowing Norris’s personality, Elias gathered that the elderly elf likely planned to send the princess off to the empire as a way to eventually gain a central position of power there. At this point in time, there was no need for Lenarute to trigger a political war between the two countries. In fact, when considering the threat of the neighboring Kingdom of Valst, in the long-term, it would be unwise to damage their relationship with Magnolia.


      Though the king valued honor for his race, he couldn’t sacrifice his kingdom and people in pursuit of it. Therefore, he couldn’t accept Norris’s demands, and he was equally unwilling to change his mind. The two men were on parallel paths.


      Elias let out a deep sigh and raised his head, then glared at Norris in an attempt to intimidate him. “While I understand your sentiments, Norris, it has already been decided that Margrave Reiner’s son will be visiting our kingdom. It was our decision to begin discussing marriage at this time. If we were to tell the empire that we were not interested in their choice and demand a prince, it would cause a diplomatic crisis. You must understand that. Of course, if there are any problems with the margrave’s son, then things might be different...”


      The endless discussions leading nowhere had perhaps exhausted the king. Elias immediately recognized that he’d misspoke, and though he maintained his composure, he was internally biting his tongue with regret. Norris was, as always, listening carefully, and he’d heard every word that had slipped out of the king’s mouth. The corners of his mouth slowly turned up as he replied.


      “Indeed, Your Majesty. We absolutely must look into whether the margrave’s son is of a caliber that would be well suited to Her Highness.”


      Elias’s expression remained unchanged as he glared sharply at Norris. The elderly elf was undaunted by the king’s gaze and adopted a devious countenance, then looked at the other nobles in attendance, all of whom were part of his faction. Voices of agreement immediately rang out.


      “He makes a fair point,” one noble said.


      “Sir Norris is right!” another exclaimed.


      Elias lamented that his own mistake had led to Norris seizing control of the meeting, but it was too late now. He pressed his hand to his forehead once more and slightly shook his head, resigned.


      “What are you planning to do?” the king asked.


      “Do not worry, Your Majesty. I would never do anything discourteous to a guest from a foreign country. That being said, I would like your opinion on a plan I have in mind...”


      From there, Norris and his allies maintained control of the meeting as Elias remained with his head in his hands, lamenting his slipup.


      ◇


      The long meeting finally came to an end, and Elias returned to his room, where he let out a deep sigh.


      “It should be obvious that sending my daughter off to the empire wouldn’t be enough to put us on equal footing with them...”


      That was the very reason he hadn’t arranged for a meeting between his daughter and a prince of the empire. Magnolia had nothing to gain by welcoming the princess of Lenarute into their imperial family. Elias suspected that prominent nobles in the imperial capital had voiced such opinions to the emperor.


      The upper-level of Magnolian nobility was populated with many talented people, of which many, but not all, were powerful men who had their fair share of idiosyncrasies. That was true of the dukes and margraves, at the very least. The Valst Incident had made Elias painfully aware of how powerful Magnolia was. He’d desperately pleaded with the empire to allow Lenarute to simply be an allied country rather than a vassal state, but Magnolia had been unwilling to budge. They had known that Lenarute had no choice but to accept their terms: Survive as the empire’s vassal state or the kingdom could cease to exist. It had been an incredibly difficult decision for the king to make, but fortunately for Lenarute, the empire kept their promises, including the terms of their secret agreement.


      They had also put immense pressure on Valst and successfully saved the kidnapped Lenarutians. As a result, many people in Lenarute had become amicable toward Magnolians, and it had been the first time that Elias had felt he’d made the right decision in entering into such an agreement with the empire. Of course, he wanted to improve things for his country, but if Lenarute were no longer a vassal state of Magnolia, they could end up having problems with Valst again. Elias had realized that the appearance of being allied with the empire was a powerful conflict deterrent when it came to international relations. Norris was likely aware of that too, but his pride as a dark elf from a kingdom with a long history of independence prevented him from accepting that their current state was for the best.


      “What a difficult situation,” Elias muttered with a sigh.


      He thought about the meeting from earlier and rubbed his forehead as he sighed, a look of exhaustion that the public never saw washing over his face. He sighed once more.


      Soon after, there was a knock on the door, and he composed himself, regaining his usual demeanor. He responded to the knock, and a young boy entered the room. The small dark elf had charming features and the same black hair and yellow eyes as Elias.


      “You’ve returned from your meeting, father.”


      “Oh, Rhesis. Did you need something?”


      Elias’s visitor was his son and first prince of the kingdom, Rhesis Lenarute. The boy stood straight up as he responded, “Father...are you really planning to offer up Farah as a hostage to the empire under the guise of marriage?”


      Elias hadn’t expected such a question to come out of his son’s mouth, and he furrowed his brows, looking deeply troubled. “Who told you about that?” It was probably Norris, he thought.


      Though they were only distant relatives, Norris was technically related to Rhesis’s mother. His connection to the royal family was one reason Norris had so much influence in politics.


      “It doesn’t matter, does it?” Rhesis brazenly replied, brushing off his father’s question before proceeding to share his thoughts on the matter. “The important thing here is that my sister will be sent away to another country as a hostage and married off. Is this really necessary? Farah is only six years old. I don’t know of any place, either within or outside of this kingdom, where a six-year-old can get married.”


      Despite only being eight years of age, Rhesis was quite an intelligent boy. He’d also shown promising martial skills, and the people of the kingdom had high hopes for his future. Yet, while he was smart, he hadn’t been told about the secret agreement between Lenarute and Magnolia. He would one day need to learn his kingdom’s secrets, but it was still too early for that.


      “The relationship between our countries is important,” Elias said, his expression wry in response to his son’s audacious attitude and words. “There are always exceptions that can be made. You should also know that I would never marry off my daughter into another country for no reason. You will one day be king. You must learn how to build your own theories by understanding the hidden intentions behind people’s words and making inferences from the current situation.”


      Rhesis grimaced and snapped, “Even so, I cannot accept this!”


      I know he’s just a young boy, but he is still a prince, Elias thought. If he lets his emotions get the best of him this quickly, then he still has a long way to go...


      Elias shook his head. “Go to your room and compose yourself.”


      “I apologize for my transgression. Please excuse me!” Rhesis’s face twisted even further with frustration as he bowed, then he turned around and left the room.


      “I need to start thinking about him as well,” Elias mumbled to himself. He let out a deep sigh, and the sound filled his now empty room.


      ◇


      After Rhesis left his father’s room, he headed to his own chambers to calm down, just as his father had told him to. As he walked down the hall, he saw his sister, Farah Lenarute, and her servant coming from the opposite direction.


      When his sister got closer, he put on a cheerful smile and asked, “What are you doing here, Farah? It’s rare to see you in this area.”


      “Good day, brother,” Farah said, gracefully and politely greeting him. “I was summoned to mother’s room, so I am headed there now. What about you? What are you doing here?”


      Rhesis smiled once more, seemingly happy to see his sister. “Ah, Lady Eltia summoned you. Oh, I was just speaking to father, but I ended up getting scolded. He told me to go calm down.”


      “Really? It’s so rare for father to get upset.” Farah seemed surprised by her brother’s words, and she tilted her head, slightly confused.


      Farah was a dark elf with navy blue hair and crimson eyes. Though she was still quite young, she was an adorable little girl, and it was easy to see that she would grow up to become a beautiful woman, especially when taking into account her mother’s comeliness. Her charm was only enhanced by how gracefully she carried herself despite her young age.


      Even Rhesis could see what a lovely girl she was, and he was proud to call her his sister. That only strengthened his desire to protect her. He felt he had that duty as both a prince of the kingdom and her brother. Such desires led him to unintentionally stare intently at his sister, while Farah seemed a little troubled by his gaze as she smiled back.


      A moment later, the servant who had been by Farah’s side whispered, “Your Highness, I apologize for overstepping, but you will be scolded by Lady Eltia if you are late.”


      “Oh, yes, of course,” Farah replied and nodded. “In that case, I will excuse myself, brother.” She daintily bowed to Rhesis.


      “I’m sorry for keeping you. Please give Lady Eltia my best.”


      Farah raised her head and smiled; then both she and the servant left. Rhesis watched them walk off and mumbled to himself, “I will protect my sister, no matter what!”


    


  



  

    

      In Reid’s Room


      “Well, I guess I’ve been able to take the first step toward avoiding my future demise,” I mumbled to myself. I was alone in my room, sitting at my desk and feeling sentimental.


      This reminder may be jarring, but I, Reid Valdia, had woken up one day after suddenly recovering memories of a previous life. You could perhaps say that I had been reincarnated into my current world. And through a very strange twist of fate, I found that this world bore a striking resemblance to the setting of an otome game from my memories of my previous life. The game was called Tokimeku Cinderella!, which was often shortened to TokiRella!


      Though the game closely resembled this world, certain things were different—particularly the way spells were activated and practiced. In the game, you could go dungeon crawling and take down enemies, which would earn you experience points that you used to level up. In contrast, training daily in this world was everything. If you didn’t put any effort into learning magic, you would remain unable to do anything. That was why I’d been busy every day, practicing magic, training in martial skills, and studying academic subjects.


      You might wonder if it was really necessary for me to work so hard. Well, the reason I’d been making such an effort was because in the world of TokiRella!, if I were to grow up without changing anything about my life, I would face a fate of conviction. In this particular otome game, there was a villainess character who got in the way of the player character’s efforts. In the original storyline, Reid Valdia was an NPC villain who joined the villainess’s faction. He didn’t even have a sprite in the game, but his name was mentioned, and he worked with the villainess to get in the main character’s way, which meant being an antagonist to the player.


      Eventually, the villainess was defeated by the player, and Reid was convicted alongside her. When I’d first remembered that, I’d felt intense despair, but once I’d recalled my own potential, I’d found a path forward. Despite the fact that TokiRella! was an otome game, the romance part was considered a bonus to the postgame content, which was regarded as the true highlight of the game. That was because the free play mode, which was unlocked after clearing the main story, had various elements like character raising, dungeon crawling, and territory battles, which were balanced incredibly well. On top of the additional gameplay elements, the free play mode also unlocked characters who weren’t playable during the main game. That was when Reid Valdia became a playable character.


      Elemental potential was an attribute necessary for characters to be able to use magic. Though he had been an NPC villain with no actual appearance in the main story, as a playable character, Reid Valdia had elemental potential in every element of magic. On top of that, though his base stats were low, with enough leveling, he would become one of the most powerful characters available. That leveling had taken quite a while when I’d played the game.


      Because of my knowledge from the game, I’d decided to start training early on to prepare for the conviction I might face in the future. I was currently six years old, and though I didn’t know the exact age Reid had been when he was convicted, I was confident that it was at least twelve years in the future. That was why I never skipped a day of my training.


      I still didn’t know why I’d recovered memories of my previous life. I had a suspicion that it had something to do with my mother, who suffered from mana depletion disorder, which was known to be a terminal illness in this world. Fortunately, through my memories, I’d been able to gain information about a medicine that would keep her symptoms from getting worse and was even pursuing a cure for the illness.


      Just the other day, my mother had been on the brink of death, but I’d been working on a medicine that would act as a stopgap, and we’d saved her life. Unfortunately, she was still sick. We needed a different medicine to actually cure her mana depletion disorder. I didn’t know where I could find the ingredients for it yet, but I had a lead thanks to my memories: Lenarute: a neighboring kingdom of the Magnolian Empire.


      “I was so confused when I first got my memories back, and I was really lost. But now, my mother is one step closer to recovery. Just watch! Things are going to turn around completely for this NPC villain and his family!”


      I wasn’t actually speaking to anyone. Rather, I was declaring my intentions out loud in order to encourage myself. As I thought about such things, I remembered that I’d wanted to use the specialized magic I’d developed to ask Memoria something, so I immediately called for him.


      ◇


      “Reid... What are these memories?!”


      I was in my room, using a spell I’d just learned the other day. I’d come up with it myself in order to recall memories of my previous life. It was cast by internally calling for Memoria, the persona manifested by the spell. If I told him what information I was looking for, he would find the relevant memories, regardless of whether they were from this life or my previous one.


      While I was engaged in conversation with him, the spell consumed mana at regular intervals. When I’d first understood this function of the spell, I’d thought it was similar to how phone calls could be charged by the minute.


      Anyway, I was currently being scolded by Memoria. So why was my head filled with his roars of anger? The answer lay in the memories of my previous life that I’d asked Memoria to look for. For context, I’d asked him to look for memories of TokiRella!, because, to be completely honest, I’d mostly focused on the bonus free play mode and hadn’t played the main story enough to recall it clearly. I could only remember the names of the main characters. And to make matters worse, it was only their first names. I couldn’t even tell you their surnames.


      However, I did remember that the love interests in the game had all been members of various countries’ ruling families, since the plot had followed the same progression that other Cinderella-esque tales did. That had included the imperial family of Magnolia, of course, and if I was remembering correctly, a royal from my next destination, Lenarute, had also been a love interest.


      I think the prince’s name was Rhesis. As a playable character, he was an all-rounder, and I remember him being pretty useful once he’d leveled up.


      I could recall information pertaining to leveling but not the important things, like details about the main story, where Rhesis played a real part. I actually had a hunch about why I couldn’t remember anything, so I’d asked Memoria to look up some information, intentionally keeping that reason from him, and as a result, I’d incurred his wrath.


      “You said that you could gather information for me,” I complained, feigning innocence. Of course, I was completely guilty.


      “You know what you’re doing, don’t you?” he snapped.


      “I guess it was a difficult request...” I mumbled, full of disappointment. I should’ve known it wouldn’t be easy.


      “Of course it is! You skipped through nearly every scene in the main game, including those you hadn’t read before!!! All I can find are tattered scraps of information. Looking up this stuff is impossible!!!”


      He was absolutely right. I’d technically one-hundred percented TokiRella! during my previous life, but after playing a bit of the main story, I’d become too lazy to read the scenes, so I’d played the rest of the game with the “skip unread text” option turned on.


      To give a bit more context about this skipping feature, in the genre of otome and bishojo games, there were multiple love interests that the player could pursue. Thus, it was presumed that you would play through the game several times. However, you would have to go through the same portion of the story until you actually began pursuing a specific character. That was why these games usually had a skip button, which allowed you to skip through scenes you’d read before. In order to protect you from accidentally skipping over any new scenes, these games usually had a “skip unread text” option turned off by default. This could be changed if desired by simply going into the game’s settings and turning the option on, allowing you to skip all scenes regardless of whether you’d encountered them before or not. That meant you could immediately jump to the next choice in the game.


      When I’d played TokiRella! during my previous life, I’d usually had that option turned on partway through the game. Skipping scenes made the text whiz past your eyes at a speed that was too fast to read, so it was nearly impossible to understand anything you were seeing. At the time, I’d never expected to have my laziness thrown back in my face like this.


      But then, how did I have memories of myself, Reid Valdia? Well, that was because I’d used Reid a lot in the free play mode, and I’d eventually become curious about what sort of character he’d been in the main story. So I’d found wikis for the game and looked into him. I remembered laughing about how he’d become incredibly powerful in the bonus content, yet was an unfortunate character who was mistreated in the main game.


      It was no laughing matter now.


      “Hm... In that case, I’d like to use this opportunity to find out exactly what kinds of memories you can look into.” This had actually been the first time I’d asked Memoria to search through my memories, and I would likely rely on him even more moving forward. It was for the best that I found out what he was capable of.


      “Fine,” Memoria replied with a sigh. “I guess I’m partially at fault too, since I never gave you any details.”


      His voice filled my mind as he proceeded to explain things. To summarize, I had memories of everything I’d heard or seen in my previous life. However, the only things he could pull as actual information were things that I’d consciously seen or heard. For example, most of the information from videos on the internet, things I’d actively watched, were accessible. However, he couldn’t access details regarding complaints from my boss at work, which had gone in one ear and out the other. In other words, how much attention I’d paid to that thing during my previous life was important. As long as it was something I’d intentionally seen or heard at the time, he could pull memories from long ago, even my childhood. However, when it came to recent memories from adulthood, if I hadn’t been consciously paying attention to something, Memoria wouldn’t be able to give me any information on it. Moreover, if I insisted on pulling information from a vague memory, it would take a long time to do so.


      “Pulling accurate information from your memories of your previous life is like trying to recover a document that’s gone through a shredder, putting it together piece by piece. You understand that analogy, right?”


      Memoria did his best to use the information he’d gotten from my memories to explain things to me. It seems that was why the information I’d asked him for had turned up as tattered scraps of paper.


      I put the information he gave me into my own words to confirm my understanding. “In other words, some memories are like documents that have been properly filed, while others are scraps of paper like you’d find in a shredder. Those that have been filed can be easily accessed, but the scraps are a lot of work to piece back together, making them difficult to access. Worst case, they can’t be recovered at all. Is that correct?”


      “Uh, I guess that’s right. Either way, it’s going to be a lot of work to get the information you skipped over. It’s not something I can do right away. If you really want me to, I’ll do it, but you shouldn’t get your hopes up. So, what do you want to do?”


      I see. It’ll take a lot of time, but it’s not impossible. In that case, even if it’s only a little bit, I want all the information I can get.


      “I know it’ll be a lot of work, but I’d like you to do it.”


      “Okay. I’ll do it, but don’t expect too much. Do you have any other memories you want me to look through?”


      I thought about it for a moment and decided that for now, that was all I wanted him to work on.


      Memoria sighed, then said, “Okay, I’ll just go through the memories where you skipped through unread scenes. Seriously, you shouldn’t expect much. I’ll talk to you later.”


      After that, I no longer heard his voice. Good luck, I thought, then I looked up at the ceiling and exhaled.


      The very next moment, an adorable voice called out to me. “What are you doing, brother?”


      I flinched and turned around to find Mer in the doorway, holding on to the doorknob while staring at me with a suspicious look.


      “Are you okay, brother? I heard you talking for a long time.”


      I’d apparently been speaking to Memoria out loud without realizing it. With a troubled look on my face, I asked Mer to keep everything she’d seen and heard a secret.


      There’s too many things I’ve asked her to keep secret.


      “Okay. Will you read me a story?”


      “Sure I will.”


      “It’s a promise, brother!”


      I smiled at her, and Mer gave me an adorable smile back. Wait, why’d she come into my room? Curious, I decided to ask her in a casual manner.


      “Um, well, we haven’t been playing together a lot, so I came to your room, and I knocked on the door. You didn’t answer, but I heard you talking, so I opened the door and peeked inside.”


      I see. She saw me talking to myself the whole time and wanted to make sure I was okay. Now that I think about it, I haven’t read to Mer in a while.


      I looked over and saw that my sister looked a bit sad compared to her usual cheer, and I decided I would spend the day with her.


      “All right! Since it’s been a while, what do you think about spending lots of time together today, Mer?”


      “Really?! I love you, brother!!!” she exclaimed as she hugged me with a beaming smile.


      I ended up reading to her for the entire day. Before I knew it, I’d gotten hoarse from doing different character voices. Despite my raspy voice toward the end, Mer still seemed very happy with the stories, and she continued to cutely smile at me.


      I’ll start working hard again tomorrow, I thought, enjoying my day with Mer.


    


  



  

    

      A New Fighting Skill


      “Sir Reid, you must watch my movements more closely!”


      “Nngh!”


      I reacted to Rubens’s words while paying attention to every movement of his hands, feet, and eyes, all while desperately dodging the attacks from his wooden sword. However, when I dodged the sword, Rubens would follow it with a kick and would even try to grab me. It seemed that nothing was off-limits.


      I was at the training grounds, practicing my fighting skills with Rubens as my instructor. He was taking it easy on me, of course, but only to the point where I could dodge his attacks if I was paying attention, so if I ever lost focus during our sessions, I could end up badly injured. That made the training feel as intense as an actual battle. I always got out of breath immediately from all the intense movement, and Rubens always stopped for breaks at just the right time.


      “Let’s take a break, Sir Reid.”


      I panted for a bit before yelling out, “This is so tough!” I didn’t care about getting dirty. As soon as I stopped moving to take a break, I immediately flopped onto the ground, spread out like a starfish.


      Rubens smiled and said, “I must say, you are really incredible, Sir Reid. Being able to move like that is more than one would expect for your age. All you need is some experience, then you’ll be able to handle yourself to a certain extent, no matter who your opponent is.”


      “Really?” I asked, still gasping and trying to catch my breath. “Thanks...”


      I was so exhausted that just responding was difficult. After all, during our training, I had to be focused on Rubens’s movements the entire time. On top of that, he’d recently included a regimen to get me used to pain.


      The first time that Rubens had asked me to lie down on my back, I’d done as he’d said, only to be surprised by a weight suddenly being dropped onto my stomach. I’d grabbed my stomach and writhed around in pain, thinking, That’s not something you do to a child!!! Rubens had seemed completely unbothered and simply said, “This is important training as well.” After going through that several times, my body had become used to it. I probably was only able to move so well because I had innate athletic skills.


      Man, I’m really grateful for these natural gifts.


      Just as that thought crossed my mind, Rubens mentioned something quite interesting. “I think you may be ready to start practicing Physical Enhancement using mana.”


      “Physical Enhancement using mana?!” I exclaimed, immediately sitting up. I forgot all about my exhaustion and I stared at him, my eyes sparkling with excitement. I’d had no idea that Physical Enhancement using mana was even possible. I’d had no memories of such a thing from my previous life, nor had I heard of anything like that from Sandra. I’d actually tried to do something along those lines on my own but had failed. I hadn’t been able to get my mana and my body to acclimate to each other and had just ended up wasting mana, so I’d given up for the time being.


      Rubens seemed a bit uncomfortable with my enthusiasm, but he nonetheless cleared his throat and proceeded to explain. There were two main requirements to be able to use mana for Physical Enhancement: First, you had to be able to perform mana conversion; second, you had to have a certain level of martial arts skills.


      I understood why mana conversion was a requirement, but I didn’t really understand the second one. Maybe it’s like needing to have a mastery or something?


      Rubens saw that I was making a face while listening to his explanation, and he smiled wryly before continuing. “I phrased it as having a certain skill, but it’s more about being skilled at moving your body. Even if you imbue your body with mana, if you aren’t deeply familiar with the proper way to move, you won’t be able to use Physical Enhancement.”


      I was very interested in what Rubens was saying. I see... That’s why it didn’t work when I tried it myself. I wasn’t able to move my body like I can now.


      Though I was beginning to understand how it worked, I still had some questions. “All that’s necessary for magic is mana and a clear image, right? In that case, Physical Enhancement should be possible by visualizing a stronger body, no?”


      “It isn’t, because becoming stronger is too broad of a concept to visualize, so it doesn’t lead to any magic activation,” Rubens replied. “Also, proper Physical Enhancement requires a near constant, unconscious visualization.”


      What? So it needs to be activated unconsciously at all times? That sounds really difficult. Is that even possible?


      I was looking troubled again, so Rubens continued with his explanation.


      “We call it unconscious, but it’s basically just becoming familiar with the sensation. You get familiar with the sensation of your entire body, imbued with mana, being in sync with your movements. In order to accomplish that, you must first be aware of how your body works; otherwise, the mana won’t follow along.”


      “Hm... In other words, you need to understand and anticipate the series of movements your body will make. On top of that, you need to be so well-versed in what you’re doing that the decision-making process is happening subconsciously. Otherwise, the mana won’t be able to keep up with you.”


      Rubens nodded and smiled. “Yes, that’s correct. That may be making things a bit more complicated. Knights are usually told, ‘Don’t think about the mana; just feel it.’”


      That makes sense. When it comes to actual spells, if you have a strong image of your spell, you can perform silent casting. Physical Enhancement is always used without an incantation, so if you don’t have a good image of how you’re going to move, the spell won’t activate.


      Since a certain level of athletic proficiency was required to perform Physical Enhancement, it was understandable that Sandra wasn’t able to do it. She’d always been focused on research, so she probably wasn’t very skilled athletically... Probably.


      I’d been lost in thought for a bit, but I was snapped out of it by the loud slap of hands being clapped together.


      “I think that’s enough thinking for now,” Rubens announced. “Let’s try practicing Physical Enhancement. If you gain this skill, I think you’ll be invincible against nearly everyone your age.” He smiled and seemed to be having fun.


      Everyone my age, huh? You’re making me want to show that I can take anyone, even you! Anyway, for now, I’ll just work on learning the skill.


      “Okay. So what do I do?”


      “You’ll send mana coursing through your entire body, then we’ll do several laps around the training grounds in that state. Once your mana and movements are in sync, you won’t be out of breath after regular physical activity anymore. First, you need to get familiar with the sensation!”


      “So we’re just going to be running nonstop. Okay.”


      Rubens had a huge smirk on his face as he shared the steps for learning the skill. To sum it up, my main impression of learning Physical Enhancement was that it required tenacity. I still had some questions about his explanation, though.


      “According to you, I won’t be out of breath once I learn Physical Enhancement,” I noted with a suspicious look. “Does that mean you’ve been using it during all our sessions?”


      “Oh, you noticed that?” he replied with a mischievous grin.


      Now I know why he’s never out of breath after our long training sessions.


      Rubens had nearly unlimited stamina, while for me, it was a limited resource. No matter how hard I trained, I would never beat him. The fact that I’d been trying so desperately to beat him made our past sessions feel like they’d been unfair to me, and I was incredibly frustrated. This revelation also lit a fire under me, sparking my spirit of defiance.


      “Heh... Heh heh heh,” I began to chuckle with an unsettling smile. That same dark aura my mother could emit was now coming from me.


      “Sir Reid...?”


      “Once I learn how to perform Physical Enhancement, I promise I’ll take you down. Got it?”


      Perhaps my words had been unexpected, because Rubens seemed incredibly amused as he adopted a defiant and confident expression of his own.


      “Go ahead, my lord. I would love to see you try!”
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      I’m going to make him regret ever saying that! I vowed to myself.


      We began practicing Physical Enhancement, and I immediately began running laps while visualizing my entire body being enveloped in mana. At first, it was no different from my previous attempts, but after running for a while, I could sense the mana coursing throughout my entire body. Eventually, it became easier to breathe, and no matter how long I ran, I was never out of breath. It took longer for me to feel exhausted as well. I told Rubens how I felt, and his eyes widened with surprise.


      “You learned how to do that way too quickly!”


      “Really? I’ve been practicing magic with Sandra a lot, so maybe that has something to do with it.”


      Truthfully, I had been prioritizing my magic training a little more than my martial arts lessons. When I told him about that, he seemed satisfied with my explanation.


      “I see. You are indeed getting magic lessons from a proper instructor, so it’s understandable that you would learn Physical Enhancement quickly. I’m envious that you’re a mage-warrior.”


      I don’t know if Sandra really qualifies as a “proper instructor,” but I do think she’s a good teacher, so I guess it’s fine. Also, is it unusual to be skilled in both areas?


      “Aren’t members of the knight’s order mage-warriors too?”


      “No, they aren’t. While everyone in the knight’s order can use magic and Physical Enhancement, a person can only be a mage-warrior when they have a certain level of skill in both areas.”


      “Huh,” I simply replied, never having heard the term before.


      I guess it’s natural for a world with magic and martial arts to come up with a term like that. Feels unique to this place.


      “Despite your young age, you’ve already surpassed that level of skill in both areas,” Rubens continued. “Not only have you surpassed others your age, but even young teens would likely be no match for you.”


      “I don’t think I’m that strong,” I said. “Although, I’ve only ever fought you, so I don’t know for sure.”


      “The fact that you’ve been able to keep up with my lessons all this time without the use of Physical Enhancement is very impressive. I’m sure you’ll understand that one day.” Rubens seemed endlessly amused by my confusion. “Well then, let’s move onto the next portion of your training. Next, you’re going to run at full speed in that state.”


      “Okay, got it.”


      Today’s focus was basic training to learn Physical Enhancement, so I sent mana coursing through my body while doing basic exercises like running laps, sprinting at full speed, doing push-ups, and doing crunches. While I had Physical Enhancement activated, I never felt exhausted, and our session ended in the blink of an eye. It was also decided that starting next time, I would fight Rubens with Physical Enhancement activated.


      After that day when I’d vowed to take Rubens down, I’d begun sneaking out early every morning to run so I could practice Physical Enhancement and increase my base mana capacity...though that training was my own little secret.


    


  



  

    

      Training with My Father


      “I’m finally going to land a blow on you today, Rubens!!!”


      “You’ve still got a long way to go, Sir Reid! I won’t be losing to you just yet!”


      Martial arts training had become a lot more fun after Rubens had taught me how to perform Physical Enhancement. I still got tired, but compared to before, I now felt a lot less exhausted after training. However, Physical Enhancement was a skill that continuously consumed mana over time, so I needed to manage my mana levels more carefully.


      That sounded like a downside, but even when taking the extra mental load into account, training had become very fun. I hadn’t previously had enough stamina to keep up with Rubens’s speed, but now I could use Physical Enhancement to make up for that difference.


      Even with the boost, there were too many factors to keep me from being on equal footing with Rubens. He had more experience and reach, he weighed more, and he had a significantly different physique. Strangely, the more obvious it became that I couldn’t beat him, the more I found myself motivated to take him down.


      “Whoa!” I shouted.


      Resolve could at times give someone the upper hand, but some battles were just impossible to win. Rubens knocked my wooden sword out of my hands, and I was left disarmed.


      It’s not over yet!


      I was a child fighting an adult, so I utilized our inherent size difference to quickly flank him and deliver any sort of unarmed attack I could, whether that was a kick or a punch. Even though I was now at his side, Rubens remained composed. He quickly grabbed me from behind and immobilized me with a grin.


      “You’ve got spirit, Sir Reid, but I must say, that was a flawed move.”


      “I admit defeat,” I said with a deep sigh, acknowledging my loss with frustration as I hung my head.


      “I am impressed that you continued to challenge me even after losing your sword. However, if you consider the difference between our statures, what you attempted just now was ill-advised. Such methods are best used against an opponent of a similar or smaller size.”


      Rubens was logical in his critique of my movements. While what I’d done would have been perfectly fine in a training exercise, it would have been a poor move if I’d made the same decision in an actual battle. Though his reasoning was sound, it didn’t change the fact that I was disappointed, so I puffed my cheeks out and glared at him.


      Rubens just gave me a beaming smile in return, then he finally let me go. Once I was free, I picked up the sword that Rubens had knocked out of my hand and took a deep breath.


      “Let’s go again!” I exclaimed. Rubens was strong, so I had no choice but to keep challenging him until I won.


      “Unfortunately, we’ll have to end things here today, Sir Reid.”


      “Huh?”


      I was so taken aback by the unexpected response that my own response ended up lacking grace. Rubens’s teaching style was to push me past my limits with unrelenting rigor, all while wearing a smile. There was no way he would let me off the hook after such a short session. I had no idea what he could be thinking.


      It must have been obvious that I was perplexed, because he simply gave me a resolute smile. “Today, Sir Reiner would like to assess your skill level himself, and depending on what he sees, he would like to train you himself,” he revealed with a chuckle. “All of our training today has been, well, a warm-up.”


      I see, he was getting me ready... Wait, that was a warm-up?! I feel like he’s been fighting me way too intensely for all that to simply be considered a warm-up! Maybe I’m the crazy one.


      I was surprised to hear that my father wanted to train me himself. I’d heard before that he was one of the top swordsmen in the empire, so perhaps that had something to do with it. My brows furrowed as I was deep in thought.


      “Sir Reiner has a unique method of instruction,” Rubens said with a nervous chuckle. “I have neither the skill nor the status to implement his methods.”


      “The status?” I repeated to myself. Whatever Rubens was suggesting, it gave me a bad feeling.


      At that very moment, my father arrived. “I apologize for my tardiness,” he said. “I had my hands full with administrative work. Are you done warming up?”


      Father was dressed differently than usual. His clothes were more formfitting, and they appeared to be more comfortable to move around in.


      Rubens bowed his head and followed proper etiquette as he reported to my father. “Yes, Sir Reid and I just finished warming up. I found no issues with either his swordsmanship or his Physical Enhancement. I believe you would be hard-pressed to find anyone his age who can beat him.” The usual lightheartedness in Rubens’s attitude was gone when he spoke to my father.


      “Understood,” my father replied with a nod, then he turned his sharp gaze toward me. “I’m going to assess your skills, Reid. I want you to be my partner as I warm up. Use Physical Enhancement and attack me with everything you’ve got.”


      Rubens handed his wooden sword to my father, who then held the sword out with the tip pointed at me in a provocative manner. I’d never crossed swords with anyone other than Rubens, and I’d never expected my first time doing so to be against my father. While I was surprised, I couldn’t help but wonder just how skilled of a sword fighter he was. I was curious about how effective I would be against him.


      “Are you sure, father?” I asked with a chuckle and a fearless smile. “Here I go!!!”


      “I like the look on your face. I’m ready.”


      As soon as those words left his mouth, I dropped my stance before furiously kicking off the ground. A dust cloud swirled around me, and to some, it could have seemed like I’d disappeared, leaving only kicked-up dirt behind.


      With the impact from that kick driving me forward, I instantly closed the distance between us. Landing the first strike was important for a victory, so I swiftly swung my sword in a diagonal line from the bottom up. Unfortunately, my father had been watching my every move since the moment my foot had left the ground. He seemed completely relaxed, to the point that he was comfortable enough to calmly observe me.


      He remained still, only lowering his gaze to his feet, where I was, and the corners of his mouth turned up. Then, he let my attack land on his wooden blade. That caused our swords to aggressively collide, and the dry sound of clacking wood filled the air. My attack, which had been a strike from the bottom, was easily deflected, and I glowered at him.


      “Argh?!”


      “Huh. For your age, you have a lot of skill with both the sword and Physical Enhancement. I don’t mean to brag about my own child, but I must say, you will grow to be an incredible fighter.”


      He responded to my attack with a pleased smile and words of admiration. I’d just had my blow deflected, so despite the respect I felt for my father’s skilled maneuvering, I found frustration building within me. If my opponent had been Rubens, that attack would have put a crack in his guard. However, my father’s guard remained completely unbroken. In fact, my attack was such a nonissue that he could smile at me. In other words, he was much stronger than Rubens, to an obvious degree. I knew that no matter how skilled you were, there would always be someone better out there, but this was the moment it truly sank in.


      “Hm? What’s wrong? You’re not done, are you?” he asked.


      “Of course not!!!”


      My father’s words helped me return my attention to the fight, and I shook away the unnecessary thoughts to focus on the opponent before me. I put some distance between us and caught my breath before kicking off the ground once more and delivering consecutive blows with my wooden sword. Despite my best efforts, my father easily deflected each and every one of my attacks.


      “I’m not done! Not yet!!!” I shouted in an effort to rile myself up.


      As I continued to battle my father, I realized something: He hadn’t tried to attack me a single time. He’d likely decided to stand back and deflect my attacks so that he could observe my abilities. Perhaps he was only capable of that because of the vast difference in our skill levels.


      Even if I understood the logic behind his actions, I couldn’t help but feel frustrated. I proceeded to attack him even more vigorously, but that didn’t change anything.


      “I think it’s time I make a move,” he said with a chuckle.


      “Nngh!”


      My father had determined that this was the limit of my offensive ability and prepared to attack. The slashes of his sword were sharp, quick, and heavy. His style of sword fighting was completely different from Rubens’s. In the beginning, I somehow managed to block his blows, but as time went on, my hands began to feel numb. Despite the loss of sensation, I continued focusing my efforts on deflecting his moves and tried to buy myself some time.


      “Huh?!”


      Before I could even process what had happened, he had knocked my wooden sword out of my hand. Even after losing my weapon, I braced for unarmed combat and took my father head-on. That seemed to satisfy him.


      “I believe your current skill level is more than adequate,” he said, not the slightest bit out of breath.


      I, on the other hand, was panting. The mere act of breathing was painful. I’d never been so exhausted while using Physical Enhancement. I’d been engaged in combat with my father for a significantly shorter time than I usually was while training with Rubens, yet the concentration I’d exhausted during that time was incomparable.


      Maybe the amount of mana consumed by Physical Enhancement and its effects also influence my emotional state.


      Such thoughts were running through my mind as I made a desperate attempt to catch my breath. My father saw me panting, and he flashed me an assertive grin.


      “I believe your skills with a wooden sword are at a passing level. Next, I’d like to assess your courage.”


      “My courage?” I repeated between deep breaths. I had no idea what that meant, and I gave him a baffled look.


      “Hm,” my father said, nodding to himself. “Reid, do you know what courage is?”


      I took the time to finally catch my breath before giving his question some thought and carefully answering him. “I believe courage is the mental strength to withstand anything.”


      “I see. Your understanding is fine. You will one day experience real battle, and a lack of courage can be the deciding factor in whether you live or die. Today, I want to see the level of courage you currently possess.”


      I sort of understood what he was getting at, but I still didn’t know how he was going to assess my courage. As I continued to think that over, he handed his wooden sword to Rubens, exchanging it for a saber. He proceeded to unsheathe the saber and examine the length of the blade.


      “There appear to be no chips on the edge of the blade. This will do.”


      “Um, father, I’d like to ask you something of a completely unrelated nature,” I said. “Uh, what exactly do you plan to do with that saber?”


      The sight of my father examining that blade sent a shiver down my spine, and all of the color drained from my face. At the same time, I reflexively began backing away from him, as if my body was rejecting whatever was about to happen. My father took notice of my fearful trembling, and a grin spread across his face.


      “Even with all of your accomplishments, you appear to be no more courageous than the average person. Training you will be very worthwhile.”
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      I’d never seen him this excited or this happy before, but none of that solved the problem at hand. Frozen by his alarming words, I couldn’t help but ask, “Wh-What sort of training?”


      “You didn’t hear me? We’ll be training your courage. You must do exactly as I say, Reid.”


      “Y-Yes, father.”


      I had a terrible feeling about this. Rubens’s words from earlier popped into my mind.


      “Sir Reiner has a unique method of instruction. I have neither the skill nor the status to implement his methods.”


      I felt my already pale face becoming even whiter with fear, which only seemed to increase my father’s amusement.


      “That’s a good reaction. Here is your command, Reid: You must stand there and remain completely still. No matter what happens, you must not move. Also, you must keep track of my every movement. Do you understand?”


      I remained silent for a moment before finally thinking, Whatever happens will happen.


      “Yes, father,” I replied, standing up straight and focusing my gaze on him.


      “Very well. Let us begin.”


      Once he saw the resolve on my face, he raised his saber and stared right at me. At the same time, his expression transformed, and he radiated an intimidating presence that was like nothing I’d ever seen before. I could feel all of his attention gathering on me. It felt as if he were gripping my heart in his hand. The sharpness of his gaze made my pulse race, and I was overcome with the urge to flee this spot immediately.


      I was shaking, and my father, enveloped in this aura that was unlike his usual self, pointed the tip of his saber at me. “Here I go.”


      With that declaration, he kicked off the ground and, with a brisk movement, thrust the blade straight at me. In that moment, I finally understood what had caused him to appear so intimidating: He’d directed a genuine desire for bloodlust and legitimate murderous intent toward me.


      “Aaaaaaaaaagh!!!”


      The fear I felt toward the blade aimed at my face and my father’s bloodlust made me shake uncontrollably. I shut my eyes, guarded my head with my arms, and as I let out that pathetic scream, I fell backward onto the ground. I stayed there as I cautiously opened my eyes and was met with the point of the blade aimed at the tip of my nose.


      “Your level of courage is average, or perhaps I should say it is appropriate for your age. I’ve finally found someone worth training.” My father spoke in a playful tone, which I was in no mood for. He proceeded to change his tone again, speaking this time with a sharp glare that pierced right through me. “Stand up. Why did you close your eyes? I believe my instructions were to keep your eyes on me.”


      My father’s critique snapped me back to my senses, and I began taking deep breaths to calm my pounding heart, then slowly stood back up.


      “I apologize, father. I was terrified by both a bloodlust I’d never seen in you before and your saber.”


      As I responded, I thought back to the encounter that had just taken place. My father wasn’t going to actually kill me, but despite knowing that, I was still fearful of the blade aimed at my face. I’d never been so scared before, either in this life or my previous one.


      “That’s all right. Everyone starts out that way.” The menacing aura was gone, but my father still had a stern look on his face. He proceeded to calmly explain what had happened. “Your mind lost to the fear you felt over my bloodlust, intent to kill, and saber, which took over your heart. You must have courage if you are to overcome such fear in an actual battle. If you ever end up without courage, fear will overwhelm you, and you will be destined for death.”


      “Yes, father,” I responded, nodding along.


      Seeing that I was following, his expression softened. “Having said that, I’m not telling you to not feel fear either,” he continued. “If you don’t, then you will become a reckless fool, which can lead to terrible outcomes in battle. That is why you must overcome your fear rather than eliminate it. In order to do that, you must become familiar with the feeling. Do you understand?”


      In other words, my father was trying to prepare me for the battles I would eventually take part in, and he wanted to instill in me enough courage to remain undaunted by the fear of death. Not only did he want to start these lessons early but he was willing to use his saber, an actual sword, to do so. I could see why he’d tested me in such a manner, because the outcome would likely have been quite different if I’d already known what it was like to fear death.


      Injury was always a possibility when I was training with Rubens, but I’d never thought I could die training with wooden swords. Not only were they relatively safe weapons, but I also knew that Rubens was holding back when we were training. However, if a stranger were to attack me with an actual sword, like my father’s saber, things would be very different. If I were faced with an attacker who was wielding a weapon that could take my life in an instant and clearly intending to kill me, I would probably be trembling with fear. That was why my father wanted to train me in such a manner. I finally understood what his goals were with these lessons, and I gave him a resolute nod.


      “Yes, father. I understand.”


      “Very well. In that case, I am now going to swing my sword at you, just barely missing you with each strike. Keep your eyes open, and watch my movements closely.”


      With that, he began focusing his bloodlust on me again, attacking me with his sword, his blade only a hair away from actually cutting me. I was surrounded by the sound of his saber slicing through the air. If I moved even the slightest bit, I could end up horribly injured. Considering how skilled my father was, there was very little chance of an accident actually occurring, but knowing that didn’t change the fact that it was overwhelmingly terrifying to have a blade swung so close to my body.


      At first, I couldn’t stop reflexively shutting my eyes, but I continued to focus on keeping them open and was eventually able to watch my father. As time went on, I seemed to become more comfortable, because I was able to clearly make out each strike. Perhaps this was what it meant to be familiar with fear. My father noticed the change in my gaze and expression, and he grinned.


      “You seem to be quite undisturbed now. We’ll move on to the next step.”


      That sounds bad for me. What the heck could the next step even be after this?


      It seemed I wouldn’t be left wondering for long. My father had Rubens stand in a corner of the training grounds, then he used the wooden sword from earlier to draw a line in the dirt. I just stared in confusion, unsure what the lines could be for. Once my father finished drawing them, he turned to look at me.


      “Listen now, Reid. I want you to start at this line and head toward Rubens. I will be blocking your path with this saber. You must track my movements carefully; otherwise, you will be in grave danger.”


      I just have to do it. I have no other choice.


      “Understood, father,” I responded with a nervous chuckle and a look of surrender.


      The training that followed was more horrible than I ever could have imagined. Every time I made my way toward Rubens, my father would gleefully attack me with his saber, donning the same bloodlust and murderous intent from earlier. In other words, I had to dodge his attacks while trying to get to Rubens. Over the course of my many attempts, my clothes and hair had been grazed by his blade countless times.


      Even with as close as he got, my father would always stop his blade just a smidge before it could hurt me. With this training, I found myself astonished by and in admiration of his swordsmanship, and my reverence for him grew.


      I couldn’t tell how long we’d been at it, but eventually, I finally accomplished the goal that had been set for me. I very narrowly dodged his ruthless attacks and beat my terrified, trembling self by making it to Rubens’s side. It was only then that I realized my clothes had been left in absolute tatters by my father’s saber.


      Rubens stared at me in surprise as he said, “Very well done, Sir Reid. I’m amazed that you were able to dodge Sir Reiner’s ferocious onslaught. You truly are gifted with martial talent.” He seemed genuinely happy about my accomplishments, and he gave me a beaming smile.


      “Thanks...” I barely managed to respond while panting heavily. I could hardly breathe, and I collapsed on the spot.


      My father had been truly ruthless in his attacks. There were several moments when I’d feared that, had I not grown accustomed to his movements while standing still, I could’ve ended up terribly injured—or worse.


      Man, compared to the saber my father wields with genuine bloodlust, those wooden swords are nothing. They really are just for training, huh?


      As I tried to catch my breath, I reflected on how different my usual training had been from today. Just then, my father began walking toward me, so I scrambled to my feet.


      What’s going on? Did something about our training just now bother him?


      My father, who was now in front of me, cleared his throat, then spoke while looking me in the eyes. “That will be all for today. Moving forward, I will try to participate in your martial arts training as much as I can. Whenever I am here, we will be training your courage. Is that understood?”


      “Huh...?”


      My father had just said something completely insane as if it were nothing out of the ordinary. He proceeded to slowly sheathe his saber, then handed it to Rubens. He still had the usual stern look on his face, but it felt like there was a slight cheerfulness behind it.


      Maybe this is his idea of a kind gesture, but it’s just terrifying.


      My face was frozen by this unexpected turn of events, which Rubens noticed, and he leaned in toward my ear.


      “I believe Sir Reiner has long wanted to tell you something himself,” he whispered. “I think he’s happy that he has the opportunity to do this courage training with you.”


      “Really?” I whispered back. “I feel like this is the wrong way to go about spending time together...” I looked over at my father, whose back was turned to me, and my shoulders drooped as my new reality began to sink in.


      “Brother!!!”


      The voice echoed through the training grounds. I turned around to see who else but my adorable sister Mer, standing there with Danae the maid. Mer was running ahead of Danae, heading toward us. As they got closer, I realized that she looked to be on the verge of tears.


      I wonder what’s wrong.


      Mer ran up to me and inspected my tattered clothes up close, then she turned to our father and shot him an intense glare.


      “Is something wrong, Mer?” I asked, worried about her.


      She faced our father and shouted in a voice loud enough to reach every corner of the training grounds, “Father!!! You were bullying brother, weren’t you?! I hate you! I hate you, I hate youuuuu!!!”


      She couldn’t contain her tears any longer, and they began streaming down her face as she attempted to attack him with multiple bops to his leg. My father seemed completely panicked by Mer’s screaming and crying, and he fell silent for a moment before mumbling, “What are you doing here, Meredy?”


      “I’m so sorry, Sir Reiner,” Danae called out. “Lady Meredy insisted on visiting Sir Reid...”


      “I... I see,” he responded with a nod. Though she had answered his question, he was nevertheless troubled by the situation.


      “Since you were in the middle of a lesson, we stayed off to the side of the training grounds and watched Sir Reid train.”


      Ah... She was watching from a distance while our father slashed at me with his saber.


      “Look how hurt you made him, father!!! I hate you!!!” Mer then turned to me. “You’re done training, right, brother?! Let’s go!!!”


      “What? Oh, okay...”


      I guess we’re done for the day.


      I glanced at Rubens to confirm, and he gave me a nod. I then turned my attention to my father. As a result of the continuous declarations of hate from his daughter, his shoulders were drooping in depression, and he’d become completely silent with gloom.


      Mer was tugging at my hand, so I let her drag me off, and we left the training grounds.
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      Mer had apparently come looking for me in hopes that I would read to her again. She’d enlisted the help of Danae, and once they’d found me, they’d stuck around to watch me train with my father, which had been quite shocking to Mer. She rarely ever visited the training grounds, yet it was on the very day that my father had implemented a new training regimen that she happened to witness. I couldn’t help but giggle at the unfortunate timing.


      After that, I first returned to my room, where I changed out of my tattered clothes and fixed my tussled hair. Then, I welcomed Mer and Danae into my room and fulfilled my adorable sister’s wishes by reading picture books to her.


      Even as I read, Mer continued to grumble, “I hate father.” It seemed she was going to be upset for a while, which was adorable, but it was for the best that she learned things weren’t always what they appeared to be on the surface. While reading to her, I did my best to gently reason with her.


      “You see, Mer, father was only being mean to me to help me,” I explained. “You shouldn’t say that you hate him.”


      “He was helping you?” Mer asked, tilting her head in confusion.


      I couldn’t help but smile at the adorable gesture and continued to explain. “That’s right. That training was really scary, but if I don’t do it, I won’t be able to move when something actually scary happens. Father doesn’t want me to get hurt, so he’s being mean on purpose, so that I can learn what seriously scary things are like.”


      “Really?” Mer thought for a moment, then said, “But I don’t want father to bully you...” She seemed to have a better understanding of the situation, but she wasn’t quite satisfied with it.


      “I see. Well, even if you don’t like it, try to understand father’s feelings too, okay?”


      “I hate him...but okay.”


      “You’re such a good girl, Mer.”


      The praise seemed to put her in good spirits, and she giggled happily. With an adorable smile, she wiggled around bashfully. I gave her a pat on the head and continued to indulge my adorable sister’s requests to read to her.


      ◇


      Several days later, I heard from Danae that Mer had apologized to our father for saying that she hated him. She had probably thought more about the situation on her own.


      As for my courage training, immediately after Mer had told him she hated him, my father had seemed to be going a bit easier on me. However, starting the day that I suspected Mer had apologized to him, he became even more merciless as if to make up for the restraint of the previous sessions.


      It probably needn’t be said that watching my father joyfully attack me with his saber made me regret ever explaining my training to Mer—but that was something I would keep to myself.


    


  



  

    

      Preparing to Visit Lenarute


      “How are you feeling, mother?”


      “I’m feeling quite a lot better than before,” she replied. “I still feel my mana draining out of me, but thanks to the medicine, I’ve been able to manage. Isn’t that right, Sandra?” She turned to Sandra, who was at her side, and smiled.


      “Yes, you have,” Sandra responded. “I’ve been using Measure Mana to check her levels and adjusting her dosage on a daily basis. You have nothing to worry about.”


      Judging from the way she normally behaved, I never would have imagined Sandra to behave with proper etiquette as she was doing now.


      She’s like a wolf in sheep’s clothing...


      “Are you thinking something rude again, Sir Reid?” Sandra asked.


      “No, no. I’m not thinking about anything,” I insisted.


      I couldn’t help but freeze for a moment when faced with her sharp observation skills. My mother seemed amused by our banter and smiled.


      Ever since the day my mother had had that flare-up and narrowly avoided death, Sandra had come to be regarded as the doctor in charge of my mother’s care. That was because mana depletion disorder was an illness that caused a person’s mana to be drained from their body, which would cause their life force to be consumed. This made it impossible for the disease to be treated using standard medicine. In fact, as someone who had been involved in researching mana, Sandra was perhaps more qualified than a physician in this matter.


      I’d also passed on to her the spell I’d crafted, Measure Mana, so she was able to assess my mother on her own. Sandra had been keeping a daily record of my mother’s mana levels and dosing while also looking into the progression of her symptoms. Until my mother was fully cured, we were keeping the medicine under wraps. That was a decision my father, Sandra, and I had made together.


      That flare-up had strengthened my determination to find a cure for my mother’s illness as soon as possible. Once the cure was complete, we could save everyone suffering from mana depletion disorder.


      “Reid? Is something wrong? You’ve got a very strange look on your face...”


      Without realizing, I had been deep in thought. My mother placed a hand on my cheek and stared at me with concern. The moment I snapped back to reality, I smiled and tried to ease her worries.


      “No, nothing is wrong. I’m sorry, I was a bit lost in thought.”


      “Is that so? If that’s all it was...” My mother seemed a bit unconvinced, but thankfully, Sandra was able to help.


      “Don’t you need to see the margrave, Sir Reid?”


      “Oh, it’s time already?” I remarked, looking at Sandra. I then turned my attention back to my mother. “In that case, I will be leaving to see father.”


      She nodded and smiled. “All right. Give your father my regards.”


      “Of course,” I said, bowing to her. I bid Sandra farewell with a glance, which she responded to with a smile. And with that, I left my mother’s room and headed for my father’s office.


      Earlier in the day, before Sandra and I had gone to check up on my mother, Garren had come to see me in my room. He’d been sent to instruct me to visit my father’s office later.


      What does he want to talk about? It’s not something ridiculous, like he wants me to train even more or something, right?


      With my arms folded across my chest and my head tilted, I pondered the reasons my father might want to see me. When he had begun participating in my martial arts lessons, describing his training as teaching me courage, I had been completely shocked. I couldn’t help but feel he was enjoying himself when he was attacking me with his saber.


      I spent so much time lost in thought that before I knew it, I’d arrived at my father’s office. I let out a deep exhale before knocking on the door and immediately got a response.


      “Come in.”


      “Excuse me,” I said and entered.


      My father appeared to be in the middle of work, and he turned his attention from the documents in his hand to me, then put the papers down.


      “You’re here,” he said with a sigh of exhaustion. “Sit down.” He leaned back in his chair and began rolling his neck and massaging his eyes, seeming quite tired.


      “Thank you,” I said, taking a seat on the couch where I always sat.


      He eventually got up from his desk and sat on the couch across from me. “Garren told me that you were visiting Nanalie,” he said. “How is her condition? I’d like to see her myself, but I’ve become quite busy with this princess of yours.”


      “Mother is doing well,” I shared. “Thanks to Sandra, it appears she’s remained stable.”


      He seemed both happy and relieved to hear that. He must really love her, I thought, while also hoping to get to the point of this meeting.


      “Did you have something on your mind, father?” I asked. “Garren said you wanted to see me...”


      “That’s right. The date of your trip to Lenarute has been decided.”


      I should’ve expected this would be about Lenarute.


      “Understood,” I said, nodding.


      Quite some time had passed since I’d first asked my father if I could visit Lenarute, but now, it was finally possible. I’d been so insistent on taking the trip because it would help me obtain more pieces of the puzzle to cure my mother’s illness.


      Moonflowers, the herbs used to make mana-restoring medicine, had one glaring issue: We hadn’t been able to successfully cultivate them, so we hadn’t been able to produce them within the Valdia Mark. We were stumped over why standard cultivation methods hadn’t worked, and we hadn’t yet succeeded in growing any. Currently, we had to rely on Kris’s company to obtain moonflowers. That was one of the reasons we couldn’t share our medicine with the world just yet.


      Lenarute was home to incredible technology in the areas of agriculture and herb cultivation, so I believed we needed to have a stronger trade relationship with the kingdom. Also, looking through my memories of my previous life, Lenarute was where I would likely find information about an herb that was needed to make the cure for mana depletion disorder.


      Upon hearing that a date had been set, my mind began racing with various thoughts, but my excitement was cut short by the stern look on my father’s face.


      “As I expected, it will be important to keep your guard up. It seems like the Lenarutians are planning something.”


      “What do you mean by that?” I asked dubiously.


      They’re planning something? Not only am I from a neighboring empire but I’m also a potential suitor of their princess. What would they want to do to me?


      My father looked slightly exasperated by my question. He sighed and proceeded to explain. “Lenarute isn’t a monolith. King Elias is working to keep negotiations amicable, but some vassals are griping, insisting that Magnolia should first broker a marriage between a prince and their princess, and only after that could a betrothal to a margrave’s son be considered.” He maintained his look of exasperation while chuckling wryly at his own words.


      I guess every country has its problems to deal with internally.


      “In that case, are you suggesting that a vassal within that camp may do something?” I asked.


      “It’s possible. I don’t think anything extreme like an assassination would be attempted, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they were scheming to get you out of the running as a potential suitor.”


      I see. If I turn out to be an unfit suitor for the princess, they may be able to force the empire into setting up a marriage to one of the princes. I can understand the desire for a vassal state like Lenarute to level the playing field, even if only a little bit. But taking that desire too far could lead to danger.


      Just then, a different question popped into my head.


      “How did you get this information, father?”


      “Like I said, Lenarute isn’t a monolith. Also, someone who can only gather surface-level information wouldn’t be successful at protecting their own territory, let alone an entire country.”


      Terrifying words left my father’s mouth as if he were sharing common knowledge.


      In other words, we have an ally who, at the very least, is willing to share political information with us. There’s probably also some sort of intelligence agency managed by either the empire or my father.


      He seemed to have an idea of what I was thinking, and as usual, he gave a roguish grin. “You’re as sharp as always,” he remarked. “Such information will be revealed to you down the line.”


      “I have to say, I’m not sure if I’m looking forward to it,” I replied, the color having drained from my face.


      My father seemed amused by my reluctance to get involved in such matters. It seemed that he enjoyed seeing me troubled like this.


      I internally sighed, then shifted gears to participate in this discussion about my upcoming trip. Our conversation about my visit to Lenarute lasted long into the night.


    


  



  

    

      Magic and Sandra’s Advice


      “What do you think would happen if you were to compress a spell after casting it?”


      “What are you planning now, Sir Reid?”


      Today’s lesson with Sandra was on offensive magic. Several days ago, my father had informed me that the dates for my trip to Lenarute had been set. During our conversation, he’d also mentioned that he’d come across some information suggesting that some Lenarutians were scheming to get me dropped as a potential suitor to their princess.


      With such machinations on the horizon, it had been decided that I would review my skills in areas like martial arts, magic, and etiquette before my departure. I’d been doing a lot of practice on my own when it came to magic in general, so I was probably fine. I’d performed my magic for Sandra several times as well, and she’d given me her stamp of approval. But I had become curious about how I could cast attack spells more efficiently. That was why I’d decided to ask for Sandra’s input during this lesson, but my question had only gotten me a dubious look from her in response.


      “I’ve never even thought about compressing a spell that’s already been cast. I doubt anyone has tried it either, since I’ve never heard of such an idea. First of all, how do you even plan on compressing a spell that was cast?”


      Interesting. If there’s a high chance that no one’s ever attempted it, it’s definitely worth trying.


      The idea of experimenting with something that had never been done before made the corners of my mouth turn up.


      “In that case, may I do some tests under your supervision, Coach Sandra?”


      Sandra let out a sigh. “Well, I guess I’m interested too, so let’s try it. But if it ever seems dangerous, we must immediately stop all casting. If that isn’t possible, you must direct your spell toward the sky. Is that understood?”


      Her curiosity appeared to outweigh any exasperation she felt, and she agreed to participate in my experiment. We immediately headed for the magic and archery practice targets and stood a distance away from them. I began preparing my mana to cast a spell but was quickly stopped by Sandra.


      “Since I’ll be here as a supervisor of these experiments, I must ask that you voice all incantations for any spells you use.”


      “Really?” I replied, disappointed.


      I guess there’s no point in Sandra helping me if she doesn’t even know what spell I’m casting.


      I resumed my mana preparation, then cast my first spell normally so that it could serve as a control and Sandra could see it.


      “Fire Spear.”


      Once I spoke the name of the spell, a flame in the shape of a spear appeared and launched out, heading straight for the target. The flames struck precisely in the center, filling the air with the sound of a small explosion.


      Yeah, that’s usually how it goes.


      “Is that the compressed spell?” Sandra asked, unimpressed. “It doesn’t seem any different from normal...” She’d basically all but said that she was disappointed. She shrugged and muttered, “Good grief.” Even the excitement in her eyes had disappeared.


      “No, no. That was cast normally. I thought it would be good for you to have a point of reference.”


      “I see. So the next one will be what you actually want to test, right?” The sparkle of excitement was back in her eyes.


      She really loves magic, I thought as I resumed the experiment. I began preparing my mana for the next spell, then reached my hand out toward the target.


      “Fire Spear.”


      This time, I didn’t launch the spear right away. Though I’d incanted the spell, the flame continued to spiral within my palm, and I closed my fist around that magic, crushing it—in other words, compressing it. If that was all there was to it, it wouldn’t have been quite so interesting. I took it further by imbuing the spiraling flame with even more mana. The outward pressure of the Fire Spear grew stronger, but I squeezed my fist even tighter to further compress it. I continued pouring mana into the spell, which made the recoil stronger each time I clenched my fists tighter. If I were to continue any further, I would lose control of it.


      This is dangerous!


      Fearing the potency of the spell I grasped, I turned my hand upward, aiming it at the sky.


      “Fire Spear!!!”


      A heavy, thundering roar filled the air, and a ball of fire even bigger than me shot into the sky in a straight line with a massive boom! The tip of the flame was sharpened into a spear head, so it was definitely the same spell, Fire Spear, but...the scale of it was leagues ahead of the standard version.


      Eventually, the flaming spear disappeared into the distance, and Sandra and I stood there, speechless after what we’d just seen. Even after the spear had disappeared, we continued to stare at the sky.


      Sandra finally broke the silence. “You’re not allowed to use compressed spells for a while, Sir Reid.”


      “I think that’s for the best,” I replied.


      It was rare for us to agree on something like this. After that, we began reviewing what we’d just learned.


      “I believe that compressed spells may completely change what offensive magic is at its core,” Sandra remarked.


      “Is it really that big of a deal?”


      What she’d said was quite terrifying. What did it even mean to change the core of what offensive magic was? I couldn’t understand the point she was trying to make, and I gave her a look of confusion.


      Sandra cleared her throat and began to explain. “The steps to casting what is known as an attack spell are: one, prepare mana through mana conversion; two, visualize the spell; and three, cast. Usually, the amount of mana prepared in step one determines the scale of the spell. Another point to note is that, as you might expect, the more mana involved in step one, the more difficult step two becomes.”


      “In other words, the bigger the scale of the attack spell, the more the mana and the stronger the image you need.”


      “Yes, that’s exactly right.”


      I think I performed those same steps both times. What was different about the second time?


      My confusion was likely still apparent, and Sandra continued to explain. “The steps you took just now were: one, prepare mana through mana conversion; two, visualize the spell; three, cast (build up the spell); four, imbue the spell with magic; five, compress (continue building up the spell); six, repeat steps four and five before finally casting. The important part here is that you took the work that is usually done in step one and made it simpler by doing it repeatedly in steps four and five.”


      I finally understood why this was such a big deal. The conventional way to cast a larger-scale spell required not only more mana but a very specific visualization of the intensified spell. These were both difficult requirements to meet. However, if someone were to use my method, even a simple spell like Fireball, which Sandra had taught me in the past, could turn into something explosive like my Fire Spear.


      In order to make sure my understanding was correct, I summarized what she’d said. “Traditionally, casting a large-scale spell requires the caster to thoroughly prepare a significant amount of mana and to have an incredibly detailed and specific image of that version of the spell. However, my method simply requires storing the spell you cast, imbuing it with more mana, then casting as usual. That technique could be adapted for any spell, increasing its potency to that of a much stronger spell. Is my understanding correct?”


      Sandra nodded. “That’s exactly right. Anyone who learned of your method could use terrifyingly powerful spells. This is on the level of something that should be a secret technique. Sir Reid, you continue to amuse— I mean, you continue to defy norms. You truly are an unconventional child prodigy.”


      You totally almost said how you really feel—that I amuse you, right?


      Saying my methods should remain secret felt like a bit of an overreaction. If anyone could indeed use it, it wouldn’t be difficult for Sandra herself to use, would it?


      “Do you think you could do it too, Sandra?”


      Her eyes glimmered as if she’d been waiting to hear that question for an eternity. She dramatically cleared her throat and happily said, “Well, as your professor, I must see for myself if these conjectures regarding my student’s new magic technique are correct!!! Go on, Sir Reid! Show me how to do it!” She drew her face right up to mine.


      Maybe I shouldn’t have asked her that, I thought as I carefully explained how I’d compressed the spell from earlier.


      Once Sandra listened to my explanation, she excitedly began testing it for herself. She was going to test out the compression on Fire Ball. First, she cast it normally, then she began compressing the second one. As expected, she held back a lot more than I had during my own test, and she quickly cast the compressed spell. The second Fire Ball had a visibly larger flame. Sandra seemed satisfied with the results, her high spirits manifesting as a beaming smile. Then, she suddenly turned to face me, her expression now extremely sober.


      “The mechanics of spell compression must not leave these grounds, the exception being Sir Reiner, of course, whom we should find the appropriate time to tell. This technique is dangerous for many different reasons.”


      In that moment, Sandra was much more grounded and serious than her usual self. Perhaps spell compression truly was a significant discovery that could completely change the world’s understanding of offensive magic. Her demeanor made me respond with a similar level of formality as I nodded affirmatively.


      “Understood. Unless I’m in an absolutely dire situation, I won’t use this technique.”


      “I think that is for the best,” she said, a smile returning to her face as she regained her usual casual air. “It really is impressive how you continue to prove that you’re an unconventional prodigy. I’m excited about your future, Sir Reid.”


      “I appreciate that, but I’d prefer you didn’t call me a prodigy,” I said with a troubled look.


      Sandra seemed amused by my reaction while also appearing to have remembered something. “You’re traveling to Lenarute soon, right?”


      “Yeah, I am. Word travels quickly.”


      I was a bit surprised that she knew about something I’d just discussed with my father the other day.


      A grin spread across her face as she heard my answer. “I have some advice for you regarding Lenarute.”


      “Hm? What is it?”


      I couldn’t imagine advice from her being anything good. She put her right hand on her hip, thrust her left arm to the sky with her pointer finger sticking up, and looked me right in the eye.


      “Stepping out of line is only a problem if you don’t have a clear destination! Continue to break conventions as you go forward, even while in the Kingdom of Lenarute, Sir Reid!!!”


      “You’ve told me that before. I would say that’s more your opinion than advice.”


      I felt exhausted just hearing her words, but Sandra seemed quite pleased that she’d been able to say what was on her mind.


      ◇


      Several days later, people in the Valdia household were buzzing about the rare phenomenon of thunder on a sunny day, a true “bolt from the blue” that had occurred. Everyone had heard the thunder, but no one had actually seen the lightning strike, which seemed to puzzle many people. Mer divulged only to me that the sound hadn’t been thunder.


      “That wasn’t thunder, big brother,” she shared. “It was a fire dragon flying into the sky! I saw it!!! You have to keep it a secret, though, because a dragon will scare everyone.”


      “Okay, Mer. It’ll be our secret,” I replied with a smile.


      I’m so sorry, Mer. That was neither a dragon nor thunder, just my magic. I’m definitely not going to be compressing spells again anytime soon.


    


  



  

    

      Departure


      “Bye-bye, brother! Come home soon, okay?”


      “Of course. I’ll do my best to come home as soon as possible.”


      Mer was hugging me while on the verge of tears, and I was gently patting her back while offering some kind words. My father was watching her bid me farewell, and he proceeded to dramatically clear his throat.


      “It’s time we get going,” he said.


      “Yes, father.” I turned back to Mer and said, “We’ll be back right away, okay, Mer?”


      “Okay...” Mer replied. The look on her face would make one think we would never see each other again, and she was desperately fighting to hold her tears back.


      It was only then that I realized that my father was actually watching Mer with a worried look, so I leaned down and whispered something in her ear. She immediately nodded in agreement and wrapped her arms around our father’s leg.


      “You have to come home soon too, father. Okay?” She looked up at him with her teary eyes, which was undoubtedly adorable.


      My father’s face relaxed into such a happy smile that I could practically see his love for his daughter striking him through the heart and making him stumble. For everyone present who knew his usual demeanor, it was as if time had frozen for a moment.


      Our father picked Mer up and smiled at her. “Very well. We will make sure to return as soon as we possibly can,” he said in a gentle voice.


      “Really? You have to promise, father,” Mer said. She made him pinky swear, then he slowly put her back down.


      I’m surprised pinky swears exist in this world.


      Just as that thought crossed my mind, I unintentionally made eye contact with Sandra, who’d come to see us off. She returned my gaze with a grin, walked up to me, and whispered into my ear.


      “Stepping out of line is only a problem if you don’t have a clear destination, Sir Reid. Please head straight for your intended destination.”


      “You don’t have to keep telling me,” I replied with exasperation. “Anyway, I’m counting on you to look after my mother.”


      “I know, Sir Reid. I will do absolutely everything it takes to protect her, even at the risk of my own life.”


      Though her tone was usually humorous, when it came to my mother, she was always very earnest.


      If only she was always this serious.


      “You’re thinking something rude again, aren’t you?” she asked. “I’ll have you know that I’m always serious.”


      “Gosh, I wasn’t thinking anything...”


      “You’re so easy to read, Sir Reid,” she said in her usual tone with a grin.


      I was a bit exhausted by this interaction, and my shoulders drooped as I looked to the rear carriage where Kris was riding. The carriage that my father and I would be riding in was traveling in front, with the Kristie Trading Company’s carriage following. The front carriage was more of a passenger vehicle, while Kris’s carriage was more of a covered cargo wagon. She was apparently bringing along some merchandise to do business in Lenarute.


      Kris was currently speaking to the guards escorting us, discussing the carriages’ route and the positioning of the guards. She looked busy, so it was probably best I didn’t bother her. Instead of calling out to her, I decided to just watch her for a bit.


      After taking a deep breath, I looked out at everyone who had come out to see us off and loudly shouted, “We’ll be off!” Then, I boarded the carriage, followed by my father, who sat across from me.


      Once we were both inside, Diana, who had been standing outside, walked up to the door. “Excuse me,” she said, reaching for the handle. “I’ll be shutting the door now, so please be careful.”


      “Okay,” I replied, nodding.


      My father simply nodded, and at this confirmation, Diana gently shut the door. Soon after, we could hear Rubens’s voice echoing throughout the area.


      “We will now be departing for the Kingdom of Lenarute!!!”


      As his voice filled the air, the carriage rattled into motion. I immediately stuck my head out of the window and waved at Mer.


      “See you!!!”


      “See you, big brother!!!” Mer shouted back, continuing to wave until we were out of view.


      That day was our departure for Lenarute. Traveling from the Valdia household were my father, me, Rubens, Diana, and several other knights. We also had members of the Kristie Trading Company and their representative, Kris herself, traveling with us. We were journeying with a total of two carriages, both of which were surrounded by guards. Our total party had ended up being quite big.


      Once my adorable sister was out of view, I sat back down.


      “You must be prepared for your first long-distance carriage journey,” my father warned.


      “Huh? What do you mean by that, father?”


      He responded with only a roguish smile, similar to the way Sandra would.


      I tilted my head in confusion and just said, “I’m going to sleep for a bit.” I closed my eyes, pretending to sleep, then recited a spell in my mind. “Memoria.”


      “Hey, Reid. I thought you’d be reaching out soon.”


      Memoria, the being who could pull out any information from my memories on request, immediately responded to my internal recitation. I’d summoned him because I’d made a request to him several days prior. Judging from the tone of his voice, the results were likely not very good.


      “Do you think you’ll be done in time? We’re already headed for Lenarute.”


      “You remember what I told you, right? I told you that it’s nearly impossible to pull anything from information you skipped without reading and that you shouldn’t expect much...”


      As anticipated, he’d been unsuccessful in retrieving information from my memories of skimmed game scenes. Memoria could only revisit memories where I’d consciously committed something to memory.


      When I’d played TokiRella!, the game with a considerable resemblance to this world, during my previous life, I’d wanted to play the postgame bonus content as soon as possible, so I’d skipped through most of the main story without reading it. Several days ago, I’d asked Memoria to try to get something out of those hazy memories, even if it took a while. He’d begrudgingly accepted my request, but it seemed that he hadn’t been successful.


      “Hm, that’s too bad. Do you have anything at this point? It doesn’t matter how insignificant the information may seem.”


      Memoria’s groans filled my head, then he replied, “If anything is okay, I can give you a name. The prince is apparently called Rhesis Lenarute.”


      “Rhesis. Got it. Anything else?”


      “Let’s see... I guess I know what he looks like from the sprite that’s on the main screen. He’s a pretty boy.”


      To my surprise, Memoria had been able to restore an image from the game. Perhaps looking at his face would give me a sense of his personality or some other attributes. With that thought in mind, I asked Memoria to describe pretty-boy Rhesis’s face to me.


      “I think it would be quicker to just show you,” he replied.


      “Huh? I can see the image?”


      “Well, yeah. It’s your memory, after all. Of course, you didn’t consciously commit it to memory, so it might not be exactly the same as the original.”


      Despite the fact that my eyes were closed, I could suddenly picture an image from the game. “Whoa, that’s incredible!” I exclaimed.


      “What’s that, Reid?” my father asked. “What’s incredible?”


      I’d been so surprised that I’d said what I was thinking out loud. I thought about what to do and decided to continue feigning slumber and act as if I’d been talking in my sleep, adding some things that would perhaps make my father happy.


      “Your swordsmanship is incredible, father...” I mumbled as though still dreaming.


      “It looks like he was talking in his sleep. Looking at him like this, he’s still just a very young child.” My father chuckled and continued, “How precious.”


      That was a little painful to hear, but nonetheless, my plan had been a success, so I resumed my internal discussion with Memoria.


      “What are you doing?” he asked in a tone of disbelief.


      “I didn’t have a choice,” I replied in my mind. “Anyone would be surprised by an image like that suddenly appearing before their eyes.”


      “It may be too late to point this out, but it seems pretty careless of you to speak to me in front of your father.”


      He had a point, but I’d been quite busy these days, so I hadn’t had the chance to talk to him.


      “Anyway, can you do that again?” I asked.


      “Fine, fine. I’ll do it.”


      Memoria seemed pretty tired of me as he made the image appear before my eyes once more. Rhesis had black hair and yellow eyes, and his skin was a deep, rich tone unique to dark elves. I kept inspecting the game art to see if I could glean any other information, and I noticed something: He had a resting glare.


      It felt as if a light bulb had gone off above my head. In these sorts of games, characters with a resting glare usually fell under the personality archetype of tsundere. Of course, there were exceptions, and such characters could even be a kuudere or yandere instead.


      As far as I could recall, the story of TokiRella! had been quite basic, so there was a high chance that Rhesis was indeed a tsundere. Confident in my assessment, I was pleased to have new information on hand. It was only then that I realized that this information might not do me any good, and I came to my senses.


      If his personality turned out to be similar to the average tsundere, I could perhaps prepare to hear him say the tsundere catchphrase, “Are you stupid or something?” Would preparing for that even be useful? I also had to consider the fact that since he was a prince, he was the older brother of my potential fiancée. That meant that my future brother-in-law was a tsundere.


      For some reason, finding out prior to my visit that Rhesis was a tsundere made me feel exhausted. Dealing with him was likely to be annoying. On the other hand, having an idea of the personality of someone I was about to meet could end up being an advantage when we spoke, so I decided to have an optimistic view of this revelation.


      Even though I’d decided to stay positive, separately from all these thoughts, I was starting to feel ill. Had I used up my mana while speaking to Memoria? No, that couldn’t have been it. As I continued pondering the reason for my current condition, I heard Memoria’s voice again.


      “Reid! Hey, Reid!!!”


      “Hm? What is it?” Simply responding to him was enough to make me feel worse.


      “You’re getting motion sick from the carriage. You should open your eyes.”


      “What?”


      “Let’s continue this conversation another time. I don’t know if it’s because of your nausea, but my space is also warped and a huge mess.”


      With those final words from Memoria, our conversation was cut off. I opened my eyes, and an intense wave of dizziness and nausea washed over me.


      “Eugh...”


      “If you’re going to throw up, do it out of the window,” my father instructed.


      I did as he said, clasping one hand over my mouth as I hurried to open the window with the other. Then I stuck my sickly green face out of the carriage.


      “Bleeeugh!”


      The escorting knights smiled kindly at me as they watched me vomit out of the window, their gazes warm as if they were watching over me. I recalled my father’s words from earlier: “You must be prepared for your first long-distance carriage journey.”


      This motion sickness was likely what he’d been warning me about. That day, I learned that I didn’t like traveling long distances by carriage, and I vowed that I would surely find a way to improve the quality of travel.


      Eugh... Bleeeeegh!!!


      ◇


      It took several days to reach Lenarute. When I’d first learned of the distance back at home, I hadn’t been particularly concerned about the trip, but now...I was having a lot of trouble with it. Traveling for multiple days in a carriage felt like hell.


      “Bleeegh!”


      “You need to get used to the movement already...” my father said, his tone gentler than usual. The look on his face was a mixture of disbelief and worry. Though I was still quite nauseous, he appeared completely fine. I’d asked him how he’d managed to curb his motion sickness, and he’d simply replied that he’d gotten used to it.


      Back when he was my age, my father had apparently also puked his guts out. It was rare for him to share stories from his past, and he spoke with a sense of nostalgia. Thanks to him, we’d ended up having some quality father-son time, which would have been even better if I hadn’t been so nauseous.


      I couldn’t help but wonder why I’d become this sick in the first place. Driven by the desire to do something about my current condition, I racked my brain for an answer, but all I came up with was that there was nothing I could do about it at the moment.


      There were two reasons I’d come to that conclusion. First, the roads were bad—in other words, they were unpaved. That wasn’t a surprise, since asphalt didn’t exist in this world. Small roads here were all dotted with wildflowers. While major roads were free of foliage, they were instead covered in marks left by carriage wheels, which only worsened the state of the already bumpy paths. According to my father, the roads leading to the capital were on the better side, while those leading to Lenarute were quite awful.


      The second reason I was powerless was that the carriage had no form of suspension. Well, there was probably some kind of mechanism installed to stabilize its movement. Unfortunately, the roads leading to Lenarute were likely exceptionally uneven, because it felt as if not a single bit of shock was being absorbed. I could feel every bit of movement directly. I was subject to an endless loop of being shaken side to side, then up and down. Even amusement park rides were kinder on their thrill-seeking passengers.


      As a result of such factors, I’d been experiencing excruciating nausea, but sadly, there was no way out of this situation. I wanted to jump out of the carriage and walk to Lenarute, but that would cause me to arrive quite late. I even thought about joining one of our knight escorts on their horse, but neither they nor my father were likely to allow that. I therefore had no choice but to endure the terrible shaking of the carriage.


      “Eugh...”


      My father silently stared at me with pity. Unfortunately, there was truly nothing that could be done.


      ◇


      Our group had been traveling on schedule since our departure from the Valdia Mark, the only hiccup being my ongoing illness. We were now at the midway point between the Valdia Mark and the Kingdom of Lenarute, and there was a town with many accommodations, where we would be staying for the night.


      Normally, I would’ve wanted to explore the town, but my nausea was much too horrible for me to be interested in going out. Perhaps spending long hours in the carriage had confused my senses, because once I was standing on solid ground, my motion sickness turned into land sickness: a nausea brought on by my body thinking that it was normal to constantly be shaken and that it was unusual for the ground to be still. Regardless of the mechanism behind this nausea, if I wanted to get better, I had no choice but to rest.


      However, with every stop that we’d made until now, resting would only reset my body, making it so that I’d have to get used to riding in the carriage all over again. By this point, I was completely drained from my never-ending battle with queasiness.


      Just then, nausea washed over me again, but I no longer had anything to vomit up, so all I could do was dry heave. This was truly hell. My father looked at me with obvious concern—an expression that was rare to see on his face.


      “I can imagine it’s painful to have to travel on these roads for your first long-distance ride. Do you want to go ahead and rest?”


      “Thank you very much for your kind offer, father. I would gladly like to take you up on that...”


      I accepted his suggestion immediately, and we were led to what were likely the premium lodgings in town. Once I was in my room, I flopped onto the bed on my back. As I lay there staring at the ceiling, there was a knock on my door.


      Who could it be? I wondered as I called out a response.


      “Excuse me,” a voice said, and then Diana walked in, dressed as a maid.


      “Diana? Why are you dressed like that?”


      She blushed slightly as she adopted a formal demeanor. “While we are in Lenarute, I will be protecting you, Sir Reid. I will also be acting as your personal servant and taking care of you, so please call for me if you need anything.”


      After sharing the reason for her visit, she politely bowed. The blue-eyed brunette was actually a knight in the Order of Valdia, and she was also in a relationship with Rubens. She usually wore a knight’s uniform with her long hair pulled back into a ponytail, but today, she was dressed as a maid to serve as my bodyguard.


      Can she comfortably act as a bodyguard dressed like that?


      “I’m sure you’re wearing that to conceal the fact that you’re my bodyguard, but can you actually fight while dressed like a maid?”


      “You have nothing to worry about, Sir Reid,” Diana said with an undaunted smile, then lifted her skirt. Around her leg was a holster of sorts meant for daggers, which was equipped with several dangerous blades.
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      “That’s not all...” she said, and she continued to show me the various weapons concealed beneath her disguise.


      Are weapons something you normally show off?


      After she’d shown me all the sharp objects, the only reaction I could muster was a dry chuckle.


      “I get it. That’s more than enough. Thank you.”


      “Are you sure, Sir Reid?” she asked. She seemed disappointed that I wanted to stop her show-and-tell of dangerous weapons.


      Why does she look unhappy? Is showing off weapons her hobby or something?


      As far as I knew, knights primarily fought with swords, so I was curious about her choice of knives.


      “Why do you have so many daggers, Diana? Do knights usually even use daggers?”


      “Well, there are differences between male and female physiques,” she explained. “We can also differ in stature, so it’s possible for a woman to end up in a situation where her opponent is a man and she’s out of options. Having weapons like daggers concealed is a way to get out of such scenarios. I did whatever I had to to join the knight’s order.”


      I’d thought that Diana was a wholesome, proper girl but she was actually more like an assassin who could use anything in a fight, even if it wasn’t a weapon. I smiled at her while feeling a deep sense of fear toward her wealth of skills. At the same time, I couldn’t help but be curious about her relationship with him.


      “Did you work so hard for Rubens’s sake?”


      “Erm, well, I guess... Well, no, actually, I worked hard for my own sake, not his, but...”


      Diana turned bright red and started fidgeting bashfully. I couldn’t help but grin at the sight, which made her snap back to her senses.


      She cleared her throat and said, “A-Anyway, I will act as your maid while we are in Lenarute. I’m looking forward to serving you.”


      “Thank you,” I replied with a smile.


      Diana thanked me for having offered Rubens encouragement some time ago. She’d apparently been wanting to thank me for a while. “I apologize for speaking above my station and getting upset with you when you first called Rubens a coward, Sir Reid,” she said. “I’ve heard that you advised him to consider the intentions behind my words. I’m truly grateful for that.”


      “There’s no need to thank me. I didn’t do anything. I think Rubens was able to take a step forward because of his history with you.”


      I couldn’t reveal that Rubens and I had been discussing his feelings for Diana long before they’d gotten together, so I tried to keep my answers vague and ride out this interaction. It seemed that her main objective in seeing me was to thank me for this matter, not to inform me that she would be my bodyguard. We continued chatting about Rubens for a while before she wrapped things up.


      “Well then, I should return to my room. Please let me know if you need anything.”


      Diana bowed and left my room. Perhaps speaking with her had taken my mind off my nausea, because I was feeling much better now. I still hadn’t fully recovered, though, so I decided to finally take the rest I’d meant to earlier. But before I could close my eyes, there was another knock on my door.


      Who is it this time? I thought as I called out a response.


      “Excuse me,” Kris’s voice replied, and she entered the room with an incredibly worried look on her face.


      “Um, did you need something?”


      “Well, I heard that you have been experiencing terrible nausea after traveling by carriage for several days in a row, so I thought you might be interested in this.” She pulled out what looked like pieces of hard candy and explained that they were made with a blend of different herbs. “I often suffered during extended trips, so I started carrying these with me. Would you be interested in trying one?”


      “Thank you. I’ll try it right away.”


      I accepted the candies from her and popped one into my mouth. I was immediately overwhelmed with an intensely sour sensation.


      “Mnnngh!” I groaned, my lips puckering and my eyes squeezing shut at the unexpected flavor.


      “Are you all right, Sir Reid?! If it doesn’t suit your tastes, please spit it out here!”


      “Mnnnph!!!”


      I wanted to say that I was fine, but I couldn’t open my mouth. Kris offered her hand for me to spit the candy into, and I just shook my head to signal that I didn’t need to. After some time, the sourness faded, and the candy grew sweet, at which point I started enjoying the taste.


      I think I remember a candy like this existing in my previous life. I think it was an extremely sour gummy candy.


      I rolled it around in my mouth while thinking about the past for a bit. I eventually looked back at Kris, who’d been staring at me with concern. My mouth was no longer forced into a pucker, so I finally answered her.


      “This candy has a very interesting flavor. I might get addicted to the sensation of it starting out sour and eventually turning sweet.”


      “You enjoyed it? I’m glad to hear that,” Kris said, letting out a sigh of relief.


      This is a pretty good candy. I like its flavor, both in its sour and sweet forms. Also, I think the intense sourness made me feel refreshed.


      I looked at Kris and smiled. “Is it okay if I keep these?”


      “Yes, I brought them for you,” she said.


      Seeing that I liked the candy put a beaming smile on her face. After that, I bought out most of her supply except for what Kris herself would consume. She offered to share the candy with me for free, but I couldn’t accept that, so I asked her to take the payment out of the money she was keeping for me. She looked a bit sad as she nodded but said she understood, and then a smile returned to her face.


      Once that was settled, we casually discussed our plans for our time in Lenarute, while also engaging in some friendly chatting. The conversation eventually wound down, and Kris encouraged me to rest for the day and left my room.


      Now alone again, I looked at the candies with eyes full of excitement and mumbled to myself, “As long as I have these, I’ll survive traveling by carriage!”


      The candies had gotten rid of my nervousness over continuing our trip tomorrow, and I proceeded to sleep for the rest of the day.


      ◇


      I didn’t know how long it had been since we’d left that town with the inns. Once we were back on the road, I’d been enduring the sway of the carriage nonstop, popping one of Kris’s candies into my mouth every now and then. I was still motion sick from the shaking, but the nausea was much more manageable than before. Then again, though my condition was better, I was now worried that I might get cavities.


      Actually, how do people treat dental problems in this world?


      I had memories of learning that in times before medical advancements had been made, there had been no way to deal with cavities other than pulling the decaying tooth out. The thought of that being my only option sent a chill down my spine, and I became too afraid to think about it any further.


      I’ll think about developing medical technologies one day, I thought, tucking such ideas away for the future.


      “Are those candies effective?” my father suddenly asked. He’d perhaps grown curious after seeing me consume them so regularly.


      “What? Oh, yes. Having these on hand makes quite a big difference.” Just then, I thought of a little prank I could pull. I smiled at my father and said, “They’re also very sweet and delicious.”


      “I see. In that case, I’d like to try one.”


      I wasn’t lying—though they started out sour, they eventually became sweet. I handed a candy to him, and he accepted. This was perhaps the perfect opportunity to see my father make a funny face. My heart stirred with excitement, and my eyes were perhaps glimmering.


      Just as he was about to eat it, my father looked back at me and seemed to think of something. He looked back down at the candy, which he was now staring at with suspicion.


      Is there a problem?


      He opened the carriage window and called for Rubens.


      “Is something wrong, Sir Reiner?” Rubens asked.


      “No, I just have a gift for you from Reid,” he replied. “I’ve been told it’s a very sweet candy.” My father looked right at me with a mischievous grin. “What’s wrong, Reid? It’s a sweet and delicious candy, right?”


      “Yes, it is...eventually,” I responded, the final word coming out quiet, almost a whisper.


      I remained composed on the outside, but internally, I was flustered over being caught. Rubens likely hadn’t heard that the candy would “eventually” become sweet.


      “Is that so? In that case, I’d be happy to try it.” He politely accepted it from my father with a smile and popped it into his mouth without any suspicion at all. Before my eyes, his face began to...do nothing. He maintained his cheerful grin, though there seemed to be a bit of pain behind his smile.


      “I see. It is indeed sweet, though that only happens after a while.”


      My father was trembling as he held back his laughter, and Rubens shot both of us a glare. He then turned to face me, staring at me with a bitter look.


      “You’ve been performing quite well these days, Sir Reid. I’m thinking of using my full strength when we next spar. Would that be all right with you, Sir Reiner?”


      “Go ahead,” my father replied with a chuckle. “Charge at him as if you’re trying to beat him into shape.”


      “I apologize for my actions...” I mumbled.


      They seemed to be enjoying themselves, but I knew that if Rubens didn’t hold back, he would beat me into a pulp. And so, my attempt to prank my father ended in failure. I had no one other than myself to blame for my punishment, but I was feeling blue about the training awaiting me when we returned home to the Valdia Mark.


      Despite this kerfuffle, our journey was proceeding smoothly. Eventually, I noticed something, and I spoke to my father about it.


      “The carriage is shaking a lot less now, father.”


      “Indeed. We’re close to the border of Lenarute and Magnolia. We’ll be reaching a Lenarutian checkpoint soon.”


      We’d finally be arriving in Lenarute, which meant I could say goodbye to the nauseating carriage ride. That thought was enough to make me feel quite a bit better.


      Diana’s dignified voice suddenly rang through the air. “The Lenarutian checkpoint has come into view,” she announced.


      Reacting to her voice, I looked out the window to see the checkpoint, and I was quite shocked. What I saw looked more like a fortress, and it was much bigger than I’d expected. The gates at the entrance and exit were made of wood, similar to the gates of a castle, and there were two dark-elf soldiers stationed in front of them with spears in their hands. The soldiers had already noticed us approaching, and even from a distance, I could tell they had their guard up.


      “I will travel ahead and inform them about our party,” Rubens reported.


      My father nodded in approval, then Rubens kicked his horse and dashed forward, headed for the checkpoint.


      The gates opened at nearly the same time as our arrival, perhaps thanks to Rubens’s advance notice to the soldiers. They urged us to proceed, and the carriage slowly entered the fortress. After moving forward a bit more, we were stopped, and a group of dark-elf soldiers walked up to us.


      “We humbly request an audience with the representative of your traveling party, as well as the representative’s documents, so as to verify your identity,” one soldier announced in a formal tone.


      My father swiftly stood up and opened the carriage door. “I am Margrave Reiner Valdia, Lord of the Valdia Mark, from the Empire of Magnolia. Is this sufficient?”


      “Yes, my lord. Please accept my sincere apology. It is an honor to meet you.” The soldier bowed and immediately stepped away.


      With that interaction over, my father shut the door and sat back down. While that had been happening, I’d been looking at the dark elves from my window, excited to meet them. After all, I was witnessing an element of TokiRella! that had nothing to do with the main story yet was enthralling to its players—the dark elves were dressed in military uniforms reminiscent of those worn in Japan following the Meiji Restoration. In other words, their uniforms were a blend of traditional Japanese and Western fashion. Their caps had a somewhat square shape, and their long-sleeved tops and bottoms were made of black fabric. Their shoes were knee-high boots, but what stood out most of all were the katanas hanging from their waists.


      Yeah, these are exactly the kind of fusion uniforms I remember from my previous life.


      Even though I’d barely played the main game, I remembered these design elements. I began to feel nostalgic as I thought back to my previous life. When my coworker had recommended TokiRella! to me, the Meiji-inspired fashion had been one of the highlights she’d mentioned. I grew a bit sentimental as I recalled her words:


      “It’s dark elves with traditional Japanese elements! Not just any Japanese elements, but the Western-influenced Meiji styles! That route has the most amazing vibes, so you have to check it out at least once!!!”


      I’m sorry, I apologized to her in my heart. I’d remembered those details because it had been part of her recommendation, but I’d skipped through this region’s scenes without reading any of the story. I’m seeing this place with my own eyes now, so she would probably forgive me, I thought, and I decided that indeed she would.


      Why were the aesthetics of Lenarute a blend of traditional Japanese and Western elements in the first place? Well, there was actually a reason behind that. It had to do with the event from several years ago, the Valst Incident. When Magnolia resolved the issues between the two kingdoms by publicly forming an alliance with Lenarute, the citizens of Lenarute had been very friendly toward Magnolia, and the kingdom had begun proactively adopting elements of Magnolian culture. Lenarutian culture had always been quite similar to Japanese culture, so adopting the more Western-style Magnolian elements had resulted in fashion that resembled the fusion designs found in Japan after the Meiji Restoration.


      So, why had Lenarutians displayed such goodwill toward Magnolia? The answer to that question was the birth rate in the kingdom. Dark elves had incredibly long lifespans, and perhaps as a result of their biology, they innately had difficulty conceiving children. The low birth rate had been a big problem for the kingdom, and children were deeply valued among their kind, to the point that every citizen looked after every Lenarutian child as if they were their own blood.


      The kidnappings that had incited the Valst Incident had often targeted children, who were the most valuable dark elves as slaves. That was why the relationship between Valst and Lenarute had become so hostile, though I couldn’t say Magnolia was much better when it had threatened to withhold salt exports to make the kingdom its vassal state.


      Since I would be marrying the princess of Lenarute, I’d had lessons on the current state of Lenarute prior to our trip. During those lessons, I’d recalled the words of my coworker from my previous life. Though the Western-flavored Japanese fashion was also exciting, there was something else I was looking forward to finding in Lenarute.


      Once the carriage passed through the checkpoint and entered Lenarute proper, I found the very thing I’d been after. Before my eyes was a view I’d never seen before—a rural landscape of sprawling rice fields. Yes, Lenarute had rice.


      “There are rice paddies, father! Rice paddies!!!”


      “Hm? While we don’t see them in Magnolia, they’re quite common in Lenarute.”


      Sadly, my father didn’t understand why this was so exciting, but that didn’t put a damper on my enthusiasm. My meals in Magnolia were usually composed of bread, meat, soup, and salad. Rice was never on the menu. I’d wanted to change that, but I’d never thought that an opportunity would arise so soon.


      This was one of the reasons I’d asked Kris to tag along. I absolutely wanted to set up business connections in Lenarute and begin importing rice to the Valdia Mark. My determination to make that happen was renewed as I stared at the fields of rice paddies.


      “We’ll likely reach the castle by the end of the day,” my father remarked. “However, I don’t think we will meet His Majesty until tomorrow. You should use the day to rest.”


      “Understood, father,” I replied with a nod, firmly stating, “I will do my best to be in top shape tomorrow.”


      The determination in my voice seemed to put him at ease for a moment, only for a look of uncertainty to reappear.


      “Don’t vomit, all right?” he said.


      “I would never vomit in front of the king of Lenarute, father...”


      His exasperating words drained what was left of my energy.


    


  



  

    

      The Royal Capital of Lenarute


      “The Royal Capital is coming into view,” Diana informed us from outside the carriage.


      I learned out of the window and took a peek at the city. I could see a castle. As I’d expected, it was a Japanese-style structure. Though I’d been expecting as much, it was quite impressive even from a distance. It was surrounded by a town, so—much like a historic Japanese city—there was a castle and castle town.


      As I stared out the window, enjoying the view, my father called out to me, “It may be obvious that such differences would exist between Lenarute and Magnolia, but you should be aware that there will be plenty of situations where your idea of what is normal will differ from others. Be on guard so that you don’t make any missteps.” Though the look on his face was stern, there was concern in his eyes.


      I nodded with a smile in an attempt to put his mind at ease, then confidently replied, “Understood, father!”


      He looked relieved by my response and nodded approvingly.


      ◇


      Some time later, our carriage finally arrived at the entrance to the castle town, where there was another checkpoint, which we passed through right away. The soldiers there had likely been informed by the Magnolian government of our upcoming arrival.


      I looked out the window and saw one of the dark elves stationed at the checkpoint speaking to Rubens. Rubens was nodding in response to something the soldier had said, then he returned to the carriage to report back to my father.


      “This soldier will be leading our party to the castle, if it is all right with you, my lord.”


      “Very well. Let him take the lead.”


      Rubens returned to the soldier to inform him of my father’s response, then our carriage began moving again. We were now probably heading straight for the castle. I looked out the window at the cityscape, and for some reason, being here felt nostalgic. Many of the residences were built out of wood and had tiled roofs.


      I was also drawn to the dark elves we were passing, who were all dressed in clothing that blended Japanese and Western design elements. The women were dressed in kimono, either by themselves or with hakama pants, while their hair was pulled into rather standard styles. The men mainly seemed to be dressed in kimono, while every now and then there would be someone in a soldier’s uniform or something more Western, like our clothes, which really made the town feel like a blend of styles.


      It was also a novel sight for dark elves to be dressed in such garments, and people-watching never got boring. My eyes sparkled with excitement as I continued looking out the window.


      Eventually, Diana kindly informed me, “We’ll be arriving at the castle soon.”


      I turned my head, which was still poking out the window, and faced forward. We were indeed quite close now. There appeared to be a moat surrounding the castle, which was filled with water, but the gate we were headed for was located past a dry moat. Both areas had stone walls known as ishigaki, as would be expected from a Japanese-style castle.


      The gates, which our carriage was aiming straight for, were much larger than any of the gates I’d seen so far in Lenarute. Once we reached it, the carriage came to a stop. Despite barely knowing a thing about castles, seeing a Japanese-style one up close, I couldn’t help but let my amazement slip out of my mouth.


      “It’s so impressive... The ishigaki are so tall.”


      “Hm? You know of ishigaki, Reid?” my father asked, perhaps perplexed because there were no stone walls of such construction in Magnolia.


      “What? Oh, um, I learned about them while looking through documents regarding Lenarute,” I replied.


      “I see. The Lenarutian castle is indeed very different from Magnolian architecture. This is a good opportunity for you to broaden your horizons, so be sure to get a good look at everything.”


      “Yes, father.”


      I’d somehow made it through that interaction by coming up with an alternative explanation. Although my father knew about my memories of my previous life, unless it was something truly important, I didn’t go out of my way to tell him about such things, so I’d decided to play dumb about the stone walls. My father also seemed to be refraining from pressing the matter.


      I still couldn’t believe that I, a person with memories of Japan, would come all the way to another world and have the opportunity to visit a Japanese-style castle. I found myself impressed once more by the magnificent structure before me. As I took in the view, the gates opened up, and the carriage proceeded into the castle grounds. I thought we would be entering the main building, but instead we were led to a mansion that looked very similar to the architecture in the Valdia Mark.


      Once we arrived, the soldier leading the way turned around and announced to our party in a booming voice, “This is the guest palace where you will be staying during your visit. We humbly ask for your continued patience as members of the staff make their way here.”


      The soldier finished with a bow before heading inside. Several moments later, dark elves dressed in familiar maid outfits arrived, skillfully transporting our luggage from the carriage into the palace. I watched them out of the corner of my eye as my father and I exited the carriage, and I let out a groan as I stretched out my body. My father rolled his shoulders and massaged them a bit.


      Just then, a dark elf who appeared relatively old bowed and said, “We greatly appreciate your efforts to travel all the way to Lenarute, Sir Reiner, Sir Reid. My name is Zach Riverton, and I will be managing your affairs and the guest palace during your stay. It is a great pleasure to see you both.”


      The dark elf named Zach had a gentle demeanor and was incredibly affable. He somewhat reminded me of Garren.


      I smiled and replied, “Thank you. It is a pleasure to meet you.” I bowed, and when I raised my head, Zach looked a bit surprised, but his smile quickly returned to his face.


      Is something wrong?


      “I am glad to see you again as well, Lord Zach,” my father said in a casual manner.


      “Yes, it’s been a while, Sir Reiner,” Zach replied, bowing to my father with a sense of familiarity.


      I guess my father did say “again.” They must know each other.


      I looked at them questioningly, which my father noticed, and he proceeded to explain. Apparently, he had been the main person exchanging information between Lenarute and Magnolia during the Valst Incident. It perhaps was an obvious role for him to play, considering the Valdia Mark was right on the border of the two countries.


      “Lord Zach helped me immensely back then,” he said, concluding his explanation.


      “Not at all, Sir Reiner. I believe it is thanks to you that our fellow dark elves were able to return home.”


      “I was merely a carrier pigeon. All the accomplishments were the results of decisions made by Our Majesties.”


      Zach responded to my father’s words with a meaningful smile, which he maintained while turning his attention to me. “I must say, I’m surprised to see that your son is such a polite and adorable little boy, Sir Reiner.”


      “He has a bit more to him than just politeness and affability,” my father answered with a roguish smile, glancing over at me.


      I let out a nervous chuckle and wondered if he was still upset that I’d tried to prank him with the candy.


      Just then, Diana called out to us. “Sir Reiner, all of your belongings have been taken into the guest palace.”


      “Thank you, Diana.” My father turned back to Zach. “Please show us to our rooms, Lord Zach.”


      “Gladly,” the dark elf replied, then proceeded to lead the way into the palace.


      Perhaps this needn’t be said, but my father and I were shown to different rooms. I’d been hoping that the guest palace actually had a traditional Japanese interior, but it was sadly no different from the mansion I usually spent my time in. According to Zach, it had been constructed to be as similar as possible to Magnolian buildings.


      Once I reached my room, I received a rundown of the amenities, during which Zach mentioned something very interesting. “Such amenities may be rare in Magnolia, but this guest house is equipped with a hot spring bath. Would you like to try using it?”


      “There’s a hot spring bath here?!”


      Zach seemed surprised that I’d reacted with such enthusiasm to his offer, but he nonetheless continued to explain the on-site bath facility. There were separate baths for men and women, which could be used at any time. This Western-style guest palace now felt like a traditional Japanese inn!


      “Thank you, I will definitely use the hot springs later,” I said.


      “It is my pleasure. Please let me know whenever you’d like to do so.”


      Once he was done with his overview of my room and the palace, Zach bowed and departed. Now that I was alone, I flopped onto the bed, face up.


      “I’ve had enough of riding carriages for a lifetime,” I mumbled with a deep sigh.


      Partway through our trip, I’d received the candies from Kris and the roads had also gotten a bit smoother, so the trip had become a bit more bearable. Even so, traveling by carriage was quite taxing on my body. I was already dreading the trip back to Magnolia.


      Just then, there was a knock on my door.


      Who could it be?


      It was Kris who called out, and as she entered the room, she came closer to me with a concerned look on her face.


      “How has your motion sickness been, Sir Reid?”


      “It got a lot better thanks to those candies I got from you.”


      “Is that so? I’m glad I was able to help.” She smiled, looking relieved.


      She’s not just here to see if the candies worked for me, right? I thought, so I decided to thank her while also casually asking about the reason for her visit. “Thank you so much for your concern. So, what brings you here? Did you run into a problem or something?”


      “No, no. Nothing like that. It’s such an honor to have been invited to the guest palace along with you and the margrave. However, it will be harder for me to conduct business from here, so I am thinking of staying at an inn in the castle town.”


      That makes sense.


      The business she was looking to conduct was being done at my request, since I wanted us to develop trade connections with Lenarute. She had a point—it would indeed be a hassle to constantly be coming and going from the castle grounds to the town.


      “I understand. It’ll be a little sad not having you here, but it can’t be helped. I’ll let my father and the Lenarutians know about your plan, and make sure to let me know right away if you need anything.”


      “Very well. In that case, I shall head over to the castle town right away and start visiting some local businesses.”


      “Thank you, Kris.”


      She smiled, bowed, and left my room. As if switching places with her, Diana, still dressed as a maid, came in next.


      “Did you need something, Diana?” I asked.


      “As your bodyguard, I’ve been instructed by Sir Reiner to stay in your room with you. I apologize for the inconvenience, but please disregard my presence and treat me as if I am simply air.”


      “I...see...”


      Though she’d told me to ignore her, I couldn’t help but take notice of the maid who had a sword hanging from her waist, standing completely still in my room.


      My exhaustion from all of the motion sickness I’d experienced over the last several days had finally reached its limit, and I limply told her, “I’m going to sleep a little, so wake me up if anything happens...”


      “Yes, Sir Reid.”


      With that, I drifted off into a little nap.


    


  



  

    

      Farrah and Asuna


      “Your Highness, the Valdias have arrived at the guest palace.”


      “Is that so,” Farrah replied, her voice quiet and uninterested.


      The dark elf who’d referred to her as “Your Highness” was a girl who looked to be older than the princess, and she was dressed in the black uniform of the Lenarutian army. Her outfit and sharp green eyes gave her a daunting aura that would make any coward retreat with a mere glare. Her hair was a reddish-pink tone and braided. It was likely also quite long, because her impressive braid reached her hips.


      The girl had a look of worry as she gently said to Farrah, “If you’d like, we could go meet them now.”


      “Thank you, Asuna, but if I overstep in any way, my mother will scold me. I don’t think everyone in the castle would like me doing that either...”


      “Very well, Your Highness,” Asuna responded, sadly nodding her head.


      The two were currently alone in the princess’s room. Asuna was Farrah’s personal bodyguard, and she was always by her side, even if they were on castle grounds.


      When Asuna had first been appointed Farrah’s bodyguard, she hadn’t been overly thrilled, but as she’d come to learn more about the circumstances the princess faced, she had realized that her thoughts had been shallow.


      Asuna’s family, which had been awarded the peerage of count, was prominent for its military prowess, and she herself had been referred to as a genius swordsman who was unmatched in her age group. In fact, even against adults, there were only a handful of people who could actually beat her in sword fighting.


      Unfortunately for her, those very talents had incurred her family’s discontent. Asuna’s older brother believed that her skills were a threat to his position of heir, but Asuna, of course, had no intention of succeeding the title over her brother—she simply wanted to further refine her swordsmanship.


      One day, she had suddenly been summoned by her father, who had told her that he had something important to discuss with her. That was the day she had received her duties as a personal guard to the princess. Asuna had known about Farrah, as there had been frequent rumors about the princess destined to marry into a Magnolian family. Asuna had not known if those rumors had any merit, but if they were true, her appointment to such a position would be a means of getting rid of the problem her talents posed. After all, if the princess were to move to Magnolia, Asuna, as her personal bodyguard, would have to go to the empire as well. In other words, her father had likely given in to her brother’s fears.


      I didn’t do anything, so why am I being punished with this appointment just to ease my brother’s jealousy? To make matters worse, I might have to leave the kingdom, Asuna had thought to herself.


      She’d initially been quite annoyed by the situation, but perhaps being the princess’s personal guard would give her more opportunities to simply swing her blade without thought for much else. Thinking this appointment could be such an opportunity, she’d accepted the offer. Once appointed, all the attendant lessons Asuna had been neglecting came back to bite her, but those details are a story for another time.


      When Asuna first met Farrah, she’d been surprised by how composed Farrah had been for her age. Asuna had been in disbelief, wondering how a child younger than her could display such maturity, but she hadn’t had to wonder for long.


      On her first day as the princess’s bodyguard, she had sat in on Farrah’s various lessons, which had turned out to be much stricter than anyone would imagine a young princess’s education to be. Even the smallest mistake was met with a stern scolding, and when Asuna tried to stop the teachers from behaving in such a manner toward the princess, they refused, stating that these were Their Majesties’ instructions. Farah had also assured her with a smile that this was normal, so there was nothing else Asuna could say.


      When thinking back to her own lessons, Asuna had never been treated so harshly, so she hadn’t been able to hide her shock at the situation. Her disbelief only grew upon learning that the princess had been receiving thorough lessons in Magnolian culture. It was safe to say that this was quite a peculiar occurrence within Lenarute. True, due to past events, Lenarutians were amicable toward Magnolian culture, but Farrah’s lessons covered more than simple customs and such. The princess had been taught about the founding of the empire, its nobility, the various territories, among other things—subjects that were not typically taught to such a young girl.


      Farrah’s lessons continued late into the night, spanning the entire day. On top of that, once she returned to her room, she was required to both review the material from that day and study ahead in preparation for the material to be taught the following day. As a result, Farrah always turned in quite late. When viewing her daily schedule, there wasn’t a single gap of unfilled time. The fullness of her schedule suggested a sense of urgency—that there was no room for her to take things slowly.


      Several days into Asuna’s appointment as the princess’s personal guard, she had come to believe that the rumors about Farrah’s future marriage to a Magnolian family had to be true. She had no idea about the true intent of such a marriage, but it was the only way to explain all the lessons the princess had to go through.


      Farrah was excruciatingly busy every day of her life, which had been true long before Asuna had become her bodyguard. As the days passed, Asuna and Farrah continued to spend time together, and eventually, Asuna had become someone Farrah relied on for support.


      Their relationship had been awkward at first, but these days, Farrah always let Asuna know how she was truly feeling. Asuna began thinking back to a time when Farrah had let her thoughts slip out.


      “I don’t mind doing exhausting or demanding things every day. It only affects me, so I just need to endure it and do my best. That being said, no matter how hard I work, neither my father nor my mother pays any mind to me, which makes me a bit sad...”


      The young girl’s words had painfully squeezed Asuna’s heart. At the same time, the princess’s admission had brought to mind a point that Asuna had been worrying about. No matter what Farrah did, neither His Majesty nor Eltia would praise her. In fact, it seemed like they were trying to avoid her. At the time, Asuna had had no idea why.


      It had been during such times that a change that would affect all the surrounding areas, including Farrah’s own environment, had taken place. It had suddenly been decided that Farrah would be married off to either a member of the Magnolian imperial family or a noble of the next-highest status. For someone as young as Farrah to be getting engaged, it had to have been part of a plan between their two countries. Despite believing that, Asuna still wished for the princess’s happiness.


      They had believed she would be marrying into the imperial family, but then came the news that a potential suitor visiting Lenarute would be the son of Margrave Reiner Valdia. Asuna wondered why a margrave’s son was coming in place of a prince to marry their princess and why, even if he was the next-highest in status, there had been no discussions of a marriage to a prince first, before deciding on the margrave’s son? Being married to a mere noble felt like a slap in the face, considering how hard Farrah had been working in anticipation of such a match.


      “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine no matter whom I marry,” Farrah reassured the older elf with a smile.


      Asuna was frustrated by her own lack of ability to change anything, and she couldn’t stop thinking about how, at the very least, she could perhaps assess the margrave’s son to see if he was a fitting partner for the princess.


      “Asuna?” Farrah called out. “Are you listening, Asuna?”


      “What? Oh, I’m sorry, Your Highness. I was a bit lost in thought.”


      “Gosh...” Farrah seemed slightly exasperated by her flustered demeanor. “Anyway, I just thought of something. We should pick out what I’m going to wear tomorrow.”


      “What? Oh... Yes, of course, Your Highness.”


      The princess’s sudden suggestion caught her off guard once more, and they proceeded to select a dress together. Though Asuna’s main job was to guard Farrah, she technically also served as a lady-in-waiting.


      “Do you think this would surprise him?” Farrah asked.


      “Your Highness, I think it may be quite extreme for a princess to dress in a maid’s outfit.”


      “Really? One of my ladies-in-waiting had this prepared, since it’s apparently a trending fashion in the empire.”


      Asuna was now feeling exasperated, and she stopped Farrah, who was trying to put on the maid uniform.


      “Even if the design is Magnolian, I do think it would be improper for a princess to hold an audience dressed as a maid. We should pick a normal gown.”


      “Whaaat? That’s so boring,” Farrah grumbled with a look of displeasure.


      Asuna let out a small sigh. Though the princess was quite intelligent for her age, every now and then, she would say ridiculous things. Therefore, despite how well Farrah carried herself, Asuna couldn’t quite take her eyes off her.


      “Oh, I know!!! What if I show up in the same military uniform you wear, Asuna? Isn’t that a great idea?”


      “Absolutely not! Please do not do that!!!”


      The two girls continued to pick out a gown for the next day, having fun as they did. Unfortunately for them, the gown they selected together never got a chance to make an appearance, because in the morning, a new gown had arrived at Farrah’s room, courtesy of her mother, Eltia.


    


  



  

    

      Norris and King Elias


      Elias, the king of Lenarute, was in his office within the royal residence in the castle’s inner citadel. There was a knock on the door, to which he replied, and a soldier entered.


      The soldier bowed before saying, “Sir Norris would like to see you, Your Majesty. Shall I show him in?”


      King Elias had been working on administrative tasks, which he now paused, and a stern look washed over his face. Norris was one of the most influential nobles in Lenarute, and he was aware of the secret agreement between the kingdom and the empire. He also felt it was humiliating that his kingdom had been turned into a vassal state despite publicly pretending to be in an alliance with Magnolia, so he was scheming to put Lenarute back on equal footing with its neighboring empire.


      Unfortunately, Lenarute was not a monolith, and it couldn’t be helped that various factions formed among the citizens. The faction led by Norris was the most troublesome within Lenarute. Still, his leadership was partially responsible for the stability of his faction, so King Elias had resigned himself to taking a little vitriol from the scheming noble if it meant that it would keep that faction calm.


      However, as of late, Norris had gotten rather arrogant, likely due to the presence of Elias’s son, Rhesis. The prince’s mother was the queen consort, Queen Liesel, who was a blood relative of Norris’s, which also meant that Farrah and Rhesis were half siblings. Because of the low birth rate among dark elves, it was standard for the royal family to practice polygyny, and the first of the women to conceive became the queen consort. This was because if the queen consort was decided prior to pregnancy, there might be times where a concubine conceived a child before the queen consort. One solution to this problem was to outlaw polygyny, but that wasn’t an option because of the low birth rate, and multiple women were necessary to ensure that the royal bloodline continued. However, if a concubine were to birth the king’s firstborn, and the queen consort birthed the second, it could lead to a power struggle. To avoid such situations, the first woman to successfully conceive the king’s child was named queen consort instead.


      King Elias followed tradition in his practice of polygyny, and as a result, he had been blessed with two treasures: Rhesis and Farrah. However, because of the secret agreement the kingdom had made with Magnolia during the Valst Incident, it had been decided as soon as she was born that Farrah would be married off to a Magnolian family. As a result, Rhesis, who was related to Norris, would be the sole royal child left in the kingdom.


      Of course, only a handful of nobles knew the details of the secret agreement, so once Farrah had reached a certain age, Norris had used members of his faction to spread rumors about her.


      “I think the princess is going to be betrothed to a Magnolian,” they would gossip. “That must be the reason for all her lessons, no?”


      In reality, Farrah’s mother, Eltia, knew that her daughter would be leaving the kingdom, and she had been putting her child through strict lessons from a very young age. It was easy to see how her endeavors lent credence to such rumors among those who were unaware of the secret agreement. Rhesis would be staying in Lenarute, and he would eventually succeed the throne, which had become apparent to many, leading them to join Norris’s faction.


      All of this had led to the current issue of Farrah’s betrothal. Magnolia would receive no benefit from welcoming the Lenarutian princess as a princess consort to one of their princes. In fact, the only value Farrah had to Magnolia was as a hostage in this marriage that was allegedly meant to strengthen the relationship between their countries.


      This marriage was, in fact, the reason that the Magnolian margrave and his son were currently visiting Lenarute under the guise of his son being a prospective suitor to the princess. However, in reality, their marriage had already been decided. When the letter from Magnolia notifying the kingdom of the Magnolians’ visit had first arrived, Norris and his faction had immediately jumped in with criticism.


      “Our arrangement states that the princess will marry a member of the imperial family or a noble of the next-highest rank, so the empire is not breaking the agreement. However, the proper course of action would be to first consider a marriage to the prince and only offer the next-highest-ranking noble as a suitor if there is an issue between the prince and the princess.”


      King Elias had been struggling to counter this argument, which Norris’s faction had been echoing. Since they were actually a vassal state of Magnolia despite their public alliance, the kingdom wasn’t in any position to object to a slight from the empire. King Elias was more or less on the faction’s side in that regard—he wasn’t enthusiastic about giving up his dear daughter and princess to Magnolia. However, being a king meant that he had to make decisions as a leader who wanted to protect his people rather than as an individual. That was why he had made the difficult decision.


      Despite understanding this, Norris and his people continued to complain about the marriage, touting their criticism as a noble concern for their kingdom. However, their true aim was to get revenge on Magnolia, which they believed had sullied their honor. In order to accomplish this goal, Norris’s faction had been using their prince and princess and were now scheming to use the son of the Magnolian margrave.


      Back in his office, Elias had thought about everything that was happening with regard to his daughter’s betrothal and considered the situation he was currently in.


      “I think it may be time...” he muttered to himself.


      The soldier, who had been waiting in the doorway, straightened his posture and asked, “What shall I do with regard to Sir Norris, Your Majesty?”


      Elias let out a sigh and, with a sour look, replied, “Show him in, but don’t let anyone else inside.”


      “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      With that, the soldier bowed and immediately left the office. Soon after, Norris slowly entered the room, looking a bit upset, perhaps because he had been made to wait.


      “Good day, Your Majesty. It seems that the visiting members of the Valdia family have arrived at the guest palace. Have they already come to offer their greetings?”


      “You are aware that our guests have traveled a long distance by carriage, are you not? I myself am also busy. Something as trivial as a greeting can wait. We also have our own preparations to make, which I’ve already informed our guests about.”


      Though he had been nodding along, after hearing what the king had to say, Norris adopted a countenance that suggested displeasure.


      “Is that so? I very much understand your points, Your Majesty. However, the polite thing to do is greet one’s host upon arrival. As many have suspected, the margrave’s son may not be a suitable partner for Her Highness.”


      Elias considered himself a patient man, but when it came to Norris, he felt that he had earned the right to lose his temper.


      Don’t get too heated, he told himself. I am calm...


      He took several deep breaths to compose himself, then shot Norris a sharp glare. “Through our many meetings, I have become very aware of your views on this matter. Is that really what you came all this way to say? Did you come here to interrupt my administrative tasks?”


      Elias remained composed, but the slightest amount of irritation was seeping out. Norris caught on that he shouldn’t anger the king any further, and he quickly made his point.


      “I-I apologize, Your Majesty. I wanted to confirm that I had your permission to proceed with the matter we discussed at the meeting several days ago.”


      “Oh, that. I believe I already told you to take care of it.”


      During the meeting Norris was referring to, King Elias had slipped up. Norris had remained consistent in his belief that the princess should be betrothed to a Magnolian prince, but because Lenarute was a vassal state, they were in no position to make such a demand. Elias had repeatedly used this point to shoot down Norris’s argument, but after doing so over many days, he’d accidentally commented that the only way they would have a bargaining chip was if there were a problem with the margrave’s son.


      Norris had, unsurprisingly, picked up on the king’s slip of the tongue, and he had used that to argue that he should confirm whether the margrave’s son was truly a suitable partner for their princess. Once he had demanded that such an investigation take place, the members of his faction had voiced their agreement, and they had taken control of the meeting. As a result, Norris had been emboldened to continue pushing his claim, and King Elias had been left with no choice but to partially approve such a confirmation of the Magnolian’s character.


      Upon hearing the king’s response, a satisfied smile spread across Norris’s face. “Thank you, Your Majesty. In that case, I will go ahead and make the necessary preparations.”


      “He may be the young son of a margrave, but do not forget that he is a member of the imperial nobility. Be very careful not to act in an impertinent manner.”


      “Of course, Your Majesty. I assure you that I will conduct myself as you expect me to. Thank you very much for your time.”


      Having gotten the approval that he sought, Norris left the king’s office.


      “I don’t expect you to behave in any proper manner, you insolent fool,” Elias grumbled under his breath once he was alone, his anger seeping into the air of the quiet room.


      ◇


      Once his discussion with the king had concluded, Norris emerged from His Majesty’s office with a look of satisfaction.


      Now, we’ll finally be able to get one over on that despicable empire, the dark elf thought. I’m going to make sure that Her Highness marries into the imperial family and grants Lenarute the power to rise as a country!


      Norris truly believed in his mission, and he had no doubt about the outcome. Elias thought that the margrave’s son was a suitable partner for Farrah, but the only guaranteed path toward Lenarute gaining equal footing with Magnolia was for the princess to marry into the imperial family. The influence Farrah would have as a margrave’s wife was nothing compared to the influence she would have as a member of their royalty. On top of that, if she were to marry a Magnolian prince, it would not only strengthen the countries’ relationship in the eyes of the public but also give her the chance to bear a child with imperial blood. If she were to successfully sire the prince’s child with Lenarutian blood, that child would have the potential to become the emperor of Magnolia. With a Lenarutian at the head of the empire, they could easily reverse their current situation without conflict.


      All in all, this was an incredible opportunity for Lenarute, and Norris was determined to make the most of it. As he considered all the potential that this betrothal carried, a grin came over his face, which was quickly wiped away by something he’d remembered.


      “That’s right. I need to keep pressing Prince Rhesis...” he mumbled to himself, then he took off to find the young prince.


    


  



  

    

      Norris and Rhesis


      “So they’re finally here, huh?” Rhesis mumbled to himself.


      He was in his room and had just been informed that the visitors from Magnolia had arrived at the guest palace. He was feeling panicked because he believed that it was his duty to protect his sister, Farrah, whom he’d only just started speaking to—until recently, the two had rarely ever met up. The siblings had been purposefully kept apart as much as possible, likely due to the machinations of those running the kingdom.


      During their very first meeting, Rhesis had been completely blown away by how mature and graceful Farrah was despite her young age. After getting to know her a bit more, he had become an incredibly proud brother. When he’d first learned that he had a sister, he had wanted to meet her right away, so he’d contacted his sister’s mother, Eltia, to let her know. Eltia had responded that the princess was much too busy with her lessons and it would be difficult to make time for the two to meet. Even so, Rhesis had desired to meet his sister, so he had visited Eltia in person to ask her permission.


      “Please listen carefully, Your Highness,” Eltia had begun, her face emotionless and her gaze cold. “Members of the royal family all have their roles to play. A princess has her duties, as does a prince. The princess is currently working hard to fulfill those duties, and while it is very unfortunate, the prince is not needed for that. I encourage you to spend your time in a more valuable manner, Your Highness.”


      Eltia had basically told him that there was no need for him to meet the princess. Rhesis couldn’t understand why he was unable to meet someone who was supposed to be part of his family, and he’d been incredibly shaken by Eltia’s words. He’d thought about why he couldn’t see his sister but had failed to come up with an answer. It was his great-grandfather and confidant, Norris, who had given him the answer he’d been searching for.


      “This is something you must keep between us,” the older elf had said to preface his admission. “The reason Lady Eltia does not permit you to meet with Her Highness may be because she does not think very well of you.”


      “Why is that?”


      Norris had responded to his great-grandson’s question with a malicious smile, but the young prince had not caught on to the ill nature of the older elf’s intentions. At the time, when he saw Norris smile, all Rhesis could see was a kind, elderly man.


      This “kind” great-grandfather had proceeded to reveal something to the young prince that he absolutely should not have, his intentions undoubtedly hostile. He had told Rhesis that Elias, the boy’s father, only loved Lady Eltia, and the two had ill feelings toward the queen consort, Rhesis’s mother, Liesel. The older elf had proceeded to suggest that such feelings were likely the reason Eltia refused to let Rhesis visit his own sister.


      Upon being told this, Rhesis had immediately denied the existence of such animosity. “That isn’t possible! Father loves mother! It’s true that he may love Lady Eltia as well, but he wouldn’t give her special treatment!!!”


      “I understand this is tough to hear, Your Highness. Unfortunately, it is the truth. Do you know why there are times when Her Majesty has a deep look of sorrow on her face? I’m sure you are aware of what I’m referring to.”


      “It’s just not possible,” Rhesis had argued, continuing to deny his great-grandfather’s claims.


      Yet, he had indeed known what Norris was referring to. There were times when Liesel appeared to be overcome with a deep sadness, but as soon as Rhesis spoke to her, she would immediately greet him with a kind smile, so he had never thought much about it.


      What if he’s telling the truth? Rhesis had wondered. And the more he had thought about it, the more confused he became.


      Seeing that the prince was in a state of confusion, a malicious sense of glee had flickered behind the older elf’s eyes, and he had gently whispered into the boy’s ear, “Where is His Majesty during those moments of the queen’s sadness?”


      Rhesis had proceeded to fall silent. He had understood what his great-grandfather was suggesting but had not wanted to admit it to himself.


      “He is with Lady Eltia,” Norris had continued, spelling it out for the young prince. “Unfortunately, His Majesty’s visits to Queen Liesel are infrequent, yet he visits Lady Eltia every day. I believe you are intelligent enough to gather the meaning behind this behavior, Your Highness.”


      Those words had made Rhesis’s anger boil over. Father has been neglecting mother? He loves that concubine more than my mother, the queen? That can’t be true!


      He had aggressively shaken his head in denial and proceeded to glare at Norris in anger.


      “How dare you speak such lies, Norris! Even someone of your standing isn’t above punishment for such behavior!!!”


      “In that case, I suggest that you look into the matter yourself, Your Highness. I think it may serve you to question those who are aware of His Majesty’s schedule...”


      Rhesis had wanted to believe in his father, so he had gone on to check the king’s schedule. He’d learned that, just as Norris had told him, his father indeed visited Eltia much more frequently than Liesel. On top of that, the days when his mother appeared sad lined up with the days his father visited Eltia. Norris had been telling the truth, and that had scarred the young prince’s heart.


      Rhesis had come to believe that the queen was depressed by the king’s neglectful behavior, yet Elias paid no mind to her and only cared for his concubine. Rhesis hadn’t been able to understand why such behavior was accepted. He’d racked his brain for an answer, and eventually, he’d given up and gone to Norris for an answer.


      Norris had advised the boy with the gentle, kind demeanor of an affable grandfather, saying, “Your father, King Elias, is an incredible ruler. You understand that, don’t you, Your Highness?”


      “Yes, I do...”


      Norris had stated the truth. Elias was revered as an exceptional leader by his kingdom. When looking at Elias from both the perspectives of a father and a king, Rhesis had respected him. That was why he’d had so much trouble believing what Norris had told him. When he’d learned that the allegations were true, his respect had completely turned into contempt. Before he even realized it, Rhesis had begun sharing his inner thoughts with Norris.


      “I see. I do believe you should continue to respect His Majesty as a king, but how you feel about him as an individual is a separate matter.”


      “The king and the man are separate...” Upon hearing Norris’s advice, Rhesis had adopted a look of deep contemplation.


      Norris had appeared pleased by this development and continued to speak. “While His Majesty is an exceptional king, he may have room to grow as a person. However, that is not an inherently bad thing. No one is perfect. It cannot be helped if His Majesty neglected his development as a person in order to fulfill his duties as the king.”


      Rhesis had basically been told that it was acceptable to be immature so long as you were a good king. He had then wondered if such exceptions should be allowed. It was true that Elias was very skilled at running the kingdom, but that had only caused more confusing thoughts to run through the prince’s mind.


      The room had grown silent, until after some time, Rhesis finally spoke again. “How does one become both a good leader and a good person?” he’d mumbled.


      He had always known that he would one day become king, which was why he’d always had such great respect for his father. Upon learning that Elias was neglecting the queen consort, however, he felt contempt for his father, which had caused him to become distrustful of him.


      Norris knew the exact thoughts that had been going through the boy’s mind, and he had reached out with a calming hand, his smile hiding his malicious intentions. “I do not mean to overstep, but if you would allow me to, I would be honored to support you, Your Highness.”


      “You’ll support me?” Rhesis asked, staring at his great-grandfather suspiciously.


      “Yes, Your Highness. I am one of the oldest citizens in this kingdom, which means I have interacted with very many people, and I have also witnessed many different types of relationships. If I am able to make up for the experience you lack, I can assure you that you will grow into an exceptional man, both as a king and as an individual.”


      “I see... Yes, that makes sense. Thank you, Norris. I’ll be counting on you.”


      “Of course, Your Highness,” Norris had responded with a bow. “I would be happy to provide you with any assistance I can. Please come to me if you ever are in need of anything.”


      With his concerns now addressed, Rhesis had looked refreshed. Though Norris had smiled at his great-grandson, behind the kind look had been dark intentions that the young prince never recognized.


      ◇


      Rhesis was panicking in his room, worried about his sister, thinking about what he could do for her. Just then, there was a knock on the door. He replied, and Norris greeted him.


      “What is it, Norris?”


      “I just met with His Majesty,” the elderly elf reported. “The plan will proceed without any issues.”


      Rhesis seemed a bit less anxious upon hearing that. “Understood. As always, thank you, Norris.”


      “There is no need to thank me. This is why I am here. More importantly, I will be counting on you for the execution of our plan, Your Highness. Please be careful not to let your guard down.”


      “Don’t worry,” Rhesis responded with a confident smile. “I’m definitely watching out for myself.”


      Upon seeing the prince’s reaction, Norris gave him a satisfied grin. “In that case, I will see you tomorrow, Your Highness.” With that, he bowed and left the room.


      Rhesis now knew what he had to do, and that, combined with the chance to speak to Norris, had given him some relief. He took a deep breath, and then, as if to convince himself, he muttered, “I will protect my sister, no matter what...”


      Rhesis had an unclouded look of determination, and all that anyone could see was a boy genuinely concerned for his sister’s well-being.


      ◇


      Once he left Rhesis’s room, Norris retreated to a hidden corner of the hall and proceeded to make what looked like hand signals. Moments later, a pair of eyes and a mouth appeared in his shadow, which lifted off the ground and took the shape of an unsettling humanoid. The face on the dark figure displayed no emotion, but it seemed as though it were looking at Norris with contempt.


      Norris paid the angry gaze no mind and said, “How is the prince doing?”


      “Nothing’s changed. He totally believes you. I don’t think he’ll suspect anything.” The voice coming from the figure felt unnatural and lacked emotion. Even when responding to Norris’s dominating tone, it seemed completely unfazed.


      “I see. That’s fine. Let me know if there are any changes.”


      “Understood,” the figure replied, then it disappeared back into his shadow. As its face faded away, all that was left was Norris and his shadow.


      “Everything is going according to plan,” Norris mumbled to himself with a chuckle. “Just you wait, you Magnolian hicks.”


      With that final utterance, Norris took off.


    


  



  

    

      Skillful Maneuvering


      “Sir Reid! Sir Reid!!!”


      “Hm...?”


      It seemed I’d fallen asleep while resting on my bed. I sat up and stared at Diana, still in a daze. She was dressed in a maid outfit with a sword hanging around her waist, which was quite the surreal sight to take in.


      Should she even be carrying a weapon in the guest palace?


      I hadn’t fully woken up yet, so I couldn’t help but ask what was on my mind. “Are you allowed to be carrying a weapon around in the guest palace, Diana?”


      “Yes, Sir Reid. I have obtained approval from both the margrave and the manager of the guest palace.”


      Diana bowed as she spoke, really selling her performance as a maid. She’d always been graceful in her mannerisms, which had helped her to be more convincing, but the atmosphere surrounding her had always felt tinged with the deadly strength of the sword. All of those elements combined made her come off as a slightly intimidating maid.


      I think Rubens is going to end up being a henpecked husband.


      Such thoughts were going through my dazed mind when Diana looked me right in the eyes and began speaking in a somewhat firm tone.


      “I was instructed to wake you after some time because you wanted to use the hot springs within the guest palace. That is why I interrupted your rest, my lord. I will excuse myself to let Sir Zach know you will be taking a bath.”


      She’d said all that quickly before bowing and leaving my room, her steps also quick. I just sat there, frozen, staring at the door she’d left from while my mind continued to wake up. Several moments later, I could finally think clearly, and a question popped into my head.


      “I did hear about the hot springs from Zach, but did I actually tell Diana that I wanted to take a bath today?”


      Hrm. I know that I said I wanted to take a nap because I was exhausted from all the motion sickness, but I can’t remember ever telling her I wanted to use the hot springs. If Diana says I did, then I must have. I definitely do want to take a bath.


      I hopped out of bed and scanned the room. It wasn’t too different from the rooms I’d seen in Magnolia, but there were small Japanese details here and there. For example, the cover of the duvet I’d been sleeping under had a checkered pattern of light colors, and the art piece hanging on the wall looked like ukiyo-e—or not exactly like ukiyo-e but rather like an ukiyo-e that was made to look like the more contemporary art of my previous life.


      I’d never even seen ukiyo-e featuring a dark elf as a subject during my previous life. The piece before me depicted a dark elf woman holding her long hair in front of her face and combing through it. Though her light-purple kimono had come slightly loose, she exuded dignity and elegance, which imbued the piece with the sort of charm unique to women. It was titled Eltia Brushing Her Hair.


      “This certainly leaves an impression,” I mumbled to myself, captivated.


      The next moment, there was a knock on the door, and I responded. Diana and Zach proceeded to enter my room and bowed. After lifting his head, Zach noticed the art that I’d been looking at up close, and he smiled.


      “Do you like that piece, Sir Reid?”


      “Yes, I do. After all, the subject is very beautiful.”


      Diana grimaced upon hearing my response and said, “Sir Reid is still a child. I believe he may be too young to be interested in such a piece...”


      “Huh?” I replied, confused. It only took another moment for me to realize what she’d meant, and I denied anything she had implied with a flushed face. “No, you’re wrong! I didn’t mean I like it like that!!! I was just captivated by it because it’s incredibly beautiful!”


      “I know,” Diana said, covering her mouth with her hand as she giggled.


      She totally got me... She was teasing me.


      I puffed my cheeks and gave her a resentful glare. For some reason, Zach was smiling as he watched, and he proceeded to tell us about the painting.


      “This is a painting of King Elias’s concubine, Lady Eltia.”


      “I see...” I replied, intrigued.


      The painting had been made with incredible skill, but what stood out the most was the beautiful subject. I continued to take in the artwork and noticed that a grin was spreading across Zach’s face. Diana simply sighed and shook her head.


      Is something wrong?


      Just then, I realized I’d heard the name Eltia before. I cautiously turned to face Zach, who gave me a meaningful smile.


      “This is a painting of the mother of Princess Farah, to whom you are a prospective marriage partner. As you may suspect, Lady Eltia and Her Highness look very similar to each other, so if you were charmed by this painting, you will most definitely find yourself drawn to Princess Farah as well.”


      I could feel my face turning bright red. I’d had no idea that I’d been captivated by a painting of my prospective fiancée’s mother. I was completely embarrassed, and I needed to say something to Zach, who’d just been standing there and grinning at me the entire time.


      Still flustered, I said, “I will admit, I was indeed captivated by the painting. However...it is natural to wonder if the subject is as beautiful as the magnificent painting, is it not? I mean, it’s a very lovely piece, and I think anyone would find themselves staring for a bit, taking it in. Don’t you agree? You agree, right?”


      After saying all that, all I could think was, What the heck did I just say? I felt my face growing even redder, and Zach seemed to find my embarrassment endearing.


      “I do agree, Sir Reid. Lady Eltia is indeed very beautiful, and since Princess Farah has her blood, I believe she will leave just as strong of an impression on you.”


      “Urgh...”


      Zach spoke as if he were vowing that his words would be true, and I reflexively recoiled. Diana had been watching this interaction from the sidelines, and she looked exasperated.


      “I think that’s enough on this matter, Sir Reid,” she said with a sigh. “Continuing to discuss it will only result in you digging yourself deeper.”


      “Not you too, Diana...”


      Deeper? Have I already started to dig myself into a hole?


      It didn’t seem like Zach had any intention of pursuing the matter further, but he continued to grin at me with the same meaningful look. Though it was best to put the incident to rest, there was one thing I was still curious about.


      “Are you not against me marrying Princess Farah?” I asked Zach.


      Perhaps it was an unexpected question. Zach appeared to mull it over for a moment.


      “I am not in a position to say that I feel either way about it,” Zach finally replied. “However, I do wish for Her Highness to find happiness. During our interaction just now, I have gotten some insight into your character, Sir Reid, and I simply feel that you would be able to make her happy.”


      I see. My father did say that Lenarute isn’t a monolith, and the king himself is eager for this union. Judging from Zach’s words, I guess the situation is a three-sided struggle between those who are antagonistic toward the Valdia family, those who are neutral, and those who are our allies. Zach seemed like he was originally neutral, but I may have just won him over and turned him into an ally.


      Without realizing it, I’d gotten lost in thought, so I wiped the pondering look off my face and smiled at him.


      “I’m sorry for asking a question that would be difficult to answer. If Princess Farah looks like the woman in the painting, I might fall in love with her at first sight. If that happens, I can count on your support, right?”


      I did my best to sound a bit childish, but the gaze I gave him while looking up was sharp. There seemed to be a flicker in Zach’s eye, suggesting he’d noticed something about my behavior, but any suspicion was quickly replaced with a smile.


      “If that happens, I will gladly support you, Sir Reid.”


      “Thank you.”




      Now that I had his word, I felt confident that Zach was an ally. After the matter was settled, he looked down with a meaningful expression, then a moment later, he looked back up and smiled.


      “I was wondering, would it be all right if I were to share our conversation with my friends as an accompaniment to tea and wine?”


      This is a great turn of events! That probably means Zach will reach out to other neutral parties, allies, and anyone who is currently antagonistic toward us but seems trustworthy.


      People here had no idea what sort of person I was. I could perhaps neglect the princess upon marrying her. Or, I could be someone who didn’t value the relationship between Magnolia and Lenarute, which would encourage some parties to have me dropped as a suitor. When looking at this issue on an international level, Lenarute would be giving up their ace card by agreeing to the union. Although it was an impersonal way to view a marriage, it was the norm for diplomatic relations.


      For those opposed to this union for diplomatic reasons, bringing up the valid point that the empire itself valued its relationship with them wouldn’t be enough, as they could argue that there was no guarantee we would continue to prioritize another nation.


      In that case, what could we do? Well, one solution was to show them that I would be a more valuable suitor to them than a member of the imperial family and tell them how the princess marrying me would benefit the Kingdom of Lenarute. Of course, our marriage had been decided by the leaders of our countries, so regardless of any opposing parties, we would likely get married at some point. But the situation would be quite different if we were to get married with Lenarute on board, rather than with Lenarutians against or neutral toward the union.


      For future benefit, it would be best if we could pursue this union with the Lenarutians on board. I’d also vowed that I would treasure and love Princess Farah just like my father and mother did for each other in their marriage.


      “Of course,” I replied to Zach with a smile. “But I’d like you to only tell people who will support us if I fall in love at first sight with Princess Farah.”


      “I would have it no other way, Sir Reid.” Zach seemed to be amused by our interactions.


      Diana, who’d still been watching from my side, whispered to herself, “He’s so skilled at implying his intentions without overt reference. That’s more than unconventional for someone his age...”


      “Did you say something, Diana?” I asked.


      “Not at all, my lord,” she responded, then let out a deep sigh.


      Did something happen? I wondered with a confused look.


      Diana straightened her posture and cleared her throat before continuing to speak. “Pardon my interruption, Sir Reid, but I believe it would be best to head to the hot springs soon.”


      “What? Oh, right. Could you show me the way, Zach?”


      We’d been talking for a lot longer than I’d realized, and a good chunk of time had passed.


      “Of course, right this way,” Zach said with a bow.


      We left my room, and Zach proceeded to lead the way. I couldn’t tell if I was imagining things, but it felt like Diana was unusually concerned with the hot springs. Suddenly, Zach stopped in his tracks and slowly turned to face me.


      “We are here, Sir Reid.”


      The area had entrances decorated with Japanese door curtains known as noren, which were traditional for the entryways of hot spring baths. I was a bit stunned by the familiar view from my previous life. Upon closer inspection, the noren didn’t have any kanji on them, which shouldn’t have been surprising, but the same symbol for hot springs I’d seen in my previous life was present. It was made up of three lines reminiscent of a river, which depicted steam, and a semicircle at the bottom, which wrapped around the steam lines. It was likely a symbol that every Japanese person had seen at least once during their life.


      While I was still taking everything in, Zach proceeded to tell us about the hot springs.


      “The blue side is for men, while the red side is for women, so please pay careful attention before entering. Additionally, if the water is too hot, you may contact a member of the staff for help.”


      “Understood. Thank you, Zach.”


      The dark elf bowed and was about to leave, but a question popped into my head, so I stopped him before he could take off.


      “Actually, I was wondering, where does the water come from?”


      From what I could recall from my previous life, the water from a natural hot spring could contain harmful substances. There was also no electricity in this world, so I wasn’t sure how they could control the temperature of the baths.


      “There is nothing to be concerned about,” Zach assured me. “The hot springs here pose no harm to the body. Our waterways are connected to the source of the spring, which is how the water is brought here. As for the temperature, we use a technique known as yumomi to make adjustments.”


      He bowed once more, then he finally left.


      Yumomi is that thing they do at Kusatsu Onsen, where they stir the water with huge paddles to cool it down, right? In that case, these baths must be really nice ones that only use natural spring water.


      I was glad I’d asked about it, because now, I was even more excited to enjoy a bath. Though I was plenty eager, Diana seemed to be even more excited, judging from the way her eyes were sparkling.


      We’re all exhausted from the long trip, and I want Diana to unwind too.


      I casually said to her, “I’ll be fine on my own, so you go enjoy a bath too.”


      “I cannot do that, Sir Reid. I have my duties to fulfill as your bodyguard.”


      I see. I guess being a bodyguard takes priority. Just then, an idea popped into my head, and I lightheartedly suggested it with a grin.


      “I really don’t think you have to worry about a little bath. If you’re really worried, you can call Rubens over and have him stand guard outside the doors.”


      “That’s an inspired idea, my lord.”


      I’d meant it as a joke, but Diana seemed pretty happy about it. She scanned her surroundings, found a dark elf maid standing by, and said something to her. The maid immediately bowed and took off.


      Did she ask the maid to get Rubens? I’m sure he’s exhausted too. I bet that poor guy is sleeping right now.


      Though I felt bad at first, I realized that Diana was Rubens’s girlfriend, so perhaps I didn’t have to worry so much about her asking for such a favor.


      “I will wait here for Rubens to arrive, Sir Reid,” Diana said. “Please go ahead and enjoy your bath.”


      “Okay. You can leave all your guard duties to Rubens, so go enjoy yourself too, Diana.”


      “Thank you, my lord,” Diana replied with a bow, then she took a guarding stance and stood in front of the noren.


      She looks like a gatekeeper or something.


      “I’ll head in first, then,” I said.


      “Of course. Please relax and have a good time, Sir Reid.”


      I passed under the blue noren, walked down the proceeding hall, and eventually reached the changing room.


      “Wow, this is definitely a familiar sight,” I mumbled.


      The changing room closely resembled the ones I had memories of from my previous life. There were several rows of shelves, and each was equipped with baskets to store your clothing in. I pulled a basket off the shelf and noticed that there was something inside it.


      “There’s a washcloth and...oh, this is a yukata.”


      I hadn’t expected yukata to exist in this world, and I stared at the garment in shock. Unfortunately, it wasn’t my size, so I wouldn’t be able to wear it. However, this discovery only made the guest palace feel even more like a premium Japanese inn.


      I returned my attention to preparing and began disrobing. Then, I moved to the rinsing area by the baths. I looked across at the hot spring I was about to enter and saw that it was an outdoor bath made of stone. It looked incredible. My heart was leaping with excitement. I immediately wanted to wash my body, but it was only then that I realized there was no soap.


      If I’m remembering correctly, soap is a luxury item in this world, so I guess I shouldn’t expect them to have it stocked in the guest palace.


      I was a bit disappointed by that discovery, but I moved on, rinsing my body with some hot water before entering the bath.


      “The water is excellent,” I couldn’t help but remark.


      While I was soaking, I thought about what I could do to improve the lack of soap in this world. Memoria was perfect for times like these, but before I could do anything, I heard noises coming from the changing area.


      Who’s there? Is it Rubens, or maybe my father?


      I peeked back at the changing area, a bit dazed from the relaxing bath, and saw a silhouette. It took a moment to realize that it belonged to a woman.


      “I’m coming in, Sir Reid...”


      “Huh?”


      I was joined by someone I would never have expected, which led to a truly pathetic sound escaping my mouth as I froze up.


      Wait, what?! Why is Diana here?! Didn’t she go to the women’s bath? Wait, is Rubens here?!


      So much was going through my mind that I got confused by all the questions popping up. As a result, I ended up dazedly staring at Diana’s naked body.


      “It’s a bit embarrassing to be stared at like that, Sir Reid...”


      Diana’s words snapped me back to reality, and with a loud splash, I quickly turned around, facing away from her.


      “Diana!!!” I shouted, my face bright red. “Why are you in the men’s bath?!”


      “What? Why, to guard you, of course,” she replied as if it were obvious.


      Does a guard’s duties include joining someone in the bath?! I feel like standing by the entryway is enough!


      “But...what about Rubens?!”


      “He’s here,” she said. “He is standing guard by the...what is it? Noren?”


      Even with my back to her, I could tell she was coming closer to the bath.


      “In that case, you could’ve just gone to the women’s bath!!!”


      “What are you talking about, Sir Reid? This is when you are at your most vulnerable. Also, judging from your interaction with Sir Zach earlier, I believe there are different sorts of players among the Lenarutians.”


      Diana might have had a point, but that was separate from the main issue at hand.


      “What are you getting so flustered for, Sir Reid?” Diana whispered with a giggle. She’d gotten a lot closer and was now leaning over to whisper into my ear.


      I felt myself turning even redder, and if things continued, it was going to be dangerous for me.


      I know she’s my bodyguard, but I think it would be bad if people found out that I, a prospective suitor of the princess, was bathing with a woman.


      I swiftly stood up and announced, “I-I’m done, so you enjoy the bath, Diana!”


      I shut my eyes as I tried to walk past her, but she grabbed my arm and stopped me.


      “I can’t have that, Sir Reid.”


      “Why not?!” I shouted. I hadn’t meant to raise my voice, and my reflexive reaction only made me blush even more.


      The reason for my increased flush was that I’d accidentally opened my eyes when I was turned around and ended up getting a good look at Diana’s beautiful body. I couldn’t take my eyes off the sight before me, and I slowly backed away, my voice cracking as I barely managed to squeeze out some sounds.


      “Wh-Wh-What’s...”


      “It was only moments ago that you told me to enjoy myself, Sir Reid. Since I am your bodyguard, if you’re done soaking, I must leave the tub as well.”


      Once again, I understood her point, but I couldn’t handle being in this situation any longer. I was dismayed, my face unbelievably red, and Diana just giggled.


      “You are truly amusing, Sir Reid. You’re only a small child, so no one will mind if we bathe together. It would be strange if someone were concerned about this.”


      I could understand her perspective, but something inside me was refusing to let this go on. During my previous life, I’d probably had just as many inappropriate thoughts as anyone else, but considering who I was now, I couldn’t allow myself to think untoward things about Diana. After all, not only her, but women in general had become venerable beings to me.


      I eventually gave in to her unwavering smile and took several deep breaths to regain my composure. Then, I had one final deep exhale and said, “Fine, but I’ll stay by the entrance and try not to look at you, so just let me know when you want to leave.”


      Diana first tilted her head with confusion, then seemed to realize something and giggled. “Thank you very much, my lord. I must say, though, I do not think I possess as much charm as you seem to think.” She had a mischievous look on her face and seemed to be teasing me.


      I hung my head and said, “That’s not the case at all. Anyone would be completely captivated by your beauty and charm. It’s not good for my upbringing for you to be flaunting it in front of me...”


      “My...”


      Perhaps Diana had been soaking for too long at this point, because now, her face was red.


      Is she okay?


      Worried, I called out, “Are you okay, Diana? Your face is red. Is the bath too hot or something?”


      “Just as Sir Zach said, I believe you will indeed care deeply for Princess Farah.” She sighed before she continued and in a slightly disappointed tone said, “I almost wish Rubens would learn a thing or two from you.”


      What could Rubens learn from me?


      I was confused, so I couldn’t help but ask her. “I think I understand what you mean about Princess Farah, but what do you mean by Rubens learning from me?”


      “It’s nothing,” she insisted. “Anyway, we should enjoy the bath a little longer.”


      “Oh, okay.”


      Diana didn’t tease me any more after that, but when I’d felt a bit mischievous myself and asked her how things were going with Rubens, she’d scolded me and told me not to ask about that right now.


      What did you do to Diana, Rubens?


      After our bodies were thoroughly warmed from the bath, we took turns getting out. I went first, and Diana followed. I was careful to avoid seeing her naked body while we were in the changing area.


      Before I could finish dressing, she asked me how to put on the yukata, which she was holding out in front of her with a look of confusion. I proceeded to explain how to wear it, but it seemed a bit difficult for her to understand, so I ended up helping her myself.


      Once dressed in the yukata, Diana had a glowing complexion thanks to the hot springs she’d been soaking in, and she was extremely alluring. Since she regularly trained as a knight, she had incredibly good posture, which enhanced the charm added by the yukata.


      Diana really is a beautiful woman, I couldn’t help but think, captivated. Just as that thought crossed my mind, a mischievous thought also popped into my head, and I decided to suggest something.


      “Let’s show Rubens how you look in those clothes, Diana. I think he’ll have a really funny reaction.”


      “What? Well, I don’t mind if that’s what you want, Sir Reid...”


      Diana seemed a bit bashful as she hesitantly made her way toward Rubens. Of course, I was going to watch everything unfold. Before we got to the noren, there was a hallway between the entryway and the changing room, and I could peek out from past the curtain while remaining in the hallway.


      “All right, let’s see how Rubens reacts...” I muttered to myself, a devilish grin on my face as I watched the pair.


      ◇


      “Phew...”


      Rubens suppressed the yawn building up as a result of his exhaustion, and he continued standing still in front of the noren-covered entryway. He’d been on the verge of slumber when a dark elf maid had come to his room, informing him that Diana wished to have him temporarily take over her bodyguard duties.


      Worried that something had happened to her, Rubens had asked the maid to take him to Diana immediately. However, once he’d arrived, he’d learned that the reason for her request was something he never would have expected.


      “I will be entering the bath to continue guarding Sir Reid. Please keep watch out here.”


      Diana had been saying that she wanted to visit a hot spring, and Rubens thought it was possible that she wasn’t going to let this opportunity pass her by. He had been a bit conflicted but still accepted her request. A significant amount of time had passed since then, but neither Reid nor Diana had emerged.


      “What’s taking them so long?” Rubens muttered. Do baths always take this long? he wondered, and a small yawn slipped out.


      The very next moment, Diana called out to him from behind the noren, her voice sounding a bit bashful.


      “Do you have a moment, Rubens?”


      “Hm? What is it? Shouldn’t you be guarding Sir—”


      The moment Diana stepped out from behind the curtain, Rubens was left completely speechless. He was utterly captivated by the woman before him. She was extremely seductive in a way that was unimaginable based on her usual demeanor. Her skin boasted a healthy glow thanks to the moisture and warmth of the bath, and her wet hair was let down and glistening. She was charming in a way that was very different from her usual getup and ponytail, and the overwhelming allure and gap between this and her everyday appearance left Rubens completely blown away as he stumbled back.


      Diana looked at him, her gaze pointed upward and her face slightly flushed, and said, “What do you think of these clothes? They’re a Lenarutian garment known as a yukata. Does it look good on me?”


      “Y-Yeah...” Rubens replied, reflexively covering his mouth with his hand and averting his gaze.


      Her seductiveness was overwhelming, but he was so captivated that he couldn’t help but sneak glances here and there. Not only was Diana graceful in the way she carried herself, but this outfit highlighted another feature that Reid hadn’t noticed: her exposed cleavage, which the yukata wasn’t able to cover. She was likely unaware of the exposure, and every time she moved, Rubens felt himself desperately fighting to keep control.


      While this was happening, Diana wasn’t aware of how seductive her appearance was to Rubens, and she didn’t realize that her charm had a bewitching effect on him. She was so unaware of the situation that when Rubens averted his gaze, she was a bit disappointed.


      “I guess the yukata doesn’t look that good on me,” she said dejectedly. “Sir Reid said I looked really good in it, so he wanted you to see me in it too...”


      “That’s not true at all!” Rubens exclaimed, trying to refute her point that the garment didn’t suit her.


      He turned his attention back to her, and Diana seemed a bit disappointed as she looked up at him. Before they knew it, the couple was staring into each other’s eyes, and as time passed, their hearts began to beat in sync. Their excitement was palpable to one another.


      Rubens took Diana’s arm and led her into the hallway past the noren, then gently pressed her up against a wall that was hidden from outside the entrance. He pushed her arms against the wall as well, and Diana didn’t resist. In fact, she continued to stare at him, her dewy eyes swimming bashfully before she nodded, signaling that he had permission to continue.


      “You’re so beautiful, Diana. I love you.”


      “I love you too...”


      Before they knew it, the two had entered a steaming, passionate, and seductive world of their own. They had completely forgotten why they were there or what their current duties were. The trigger to snap them out of this rose-tinted realm of romance and back to reality came suddenly: the very familiar voice of a certain boy.


      “Ahem!”


      Someone very dramatically cleared their throat, and the two snapped out of their bubble. Overwhelmed with embarrassment, Diana proceeded to shriek.


      “Aaaaah!!!”


      “Ow!!!”


      Her scream had been accompanied by the loud smack of a hand slapping a cheek, which could be heard down the hallway past the noren. She was blushing from head to toe, and she covered her face with both her hands as she sank to the ground. Rubens was still standing with a hand pressed against the cheek she’d slapped, his eyes wide with shock.


      Just then, a boy appeared from down the hall, looking a bit embarrassed as he approached them with a grin.


      “Um, don’t worry, I didn’t see anything,” he said with a nervous chuckle.


      ◇


      Upon hearing me, the couple looked like deer in the headlights. Moments later, they seemed to realize the embarrassing situation they had been caught in, and their faces flushed bright red as if they’d been boiling.


      A bit later, Zach and some maids appeared, having heard the scream. The situation had caused a bit of a commotion, but they’d settled on the story that Diana was spooked by a bug in the changing room, and Rubens had run in to save her, which had resulted in her accidentally slapping him. The whole thing sounded like a scene right out of a romcom, but the Lenarutian staff seemed satisfied with the explanation. Even while explaining themselves, the two Magnolian knights remained red.


      Once everything settled down, those who had gathered returned to their stations, and the only people left were Diana, Rubens, and me. The knights had both regained their composure, and they were now back to their usual selves.


      I grinned once more and said to the couple, “I really didn’t see anything.”


      The knights blushed once more and averted their gazes.


      It’s said that love is blind, but it’s also said that walls have ears and doors have eyes, I thought. Just try to save the lovey-dovey stuff for when you’re alone, you two.


    


  



  

    

      Reiner and Zach, Reid and the Yukata


      “Whew...”


      Reiner had been shown to the largest room in the guest palace, which was located on the second floor, and he was now sitting on a couch there, his face twisted into a scowl. Tomorrow, he would be having an audience with the king, and he was sure that those opposed to the proposed marriage would be making their moves. Just thinking about the machinations of the Lenarutian nobility made Reiner’s head ache, though nothing had even happened yet.


      Initially, he’d had no intention of bringing his son to Lenarute prior to the wedding. However, once he had been told their neighboring kingdom was important in curing Nanalie’s illness, he’d had no choice but to bring Reid to the dark elves’ kingdom. After making that decision, he’d had to suffer through all of the pending issues, which had given him a headache despite him now having settled those issues.


      First, Reiner had racked his brain trying to figure out how to prepare a letter to his emperor, Arwin, to let him know that he would be taking his son to Lenarute to meet with the princess as a potential suitor. He’d settled on arguing that this visit would serve to strengthen the relationship between the two countries, which had been plausible enough to get the emperor’s approval. Of course, his work wasn’t done in that respect—he still had to report back to the emperor to share the outcome of their visit, and he was already dreading making that trip to the imperial capital.


      After being approved, a personal letter from Emperor Arwin had needed to be sent to Lenarute to let them know about the trip. However, such a missive would have led everyone to believe the same thing: that Princess Farah was most likely to marry Margrave Valdia’s son. Expecting Lenarutians to react with that belief with the emperor’s letter sent out, Reiner had also contacted an ally of his in Lenarute. Thanks to his contact, he’d been able to assess the state of affairs in their neighboring kingdom. His ally had also made a suggestion to Reiner, and with some input from the margrave, the two had hatched a plan.


      There were several reasons Reiner hadn’t had an audience with the king on the day of his arrival, one of which was that he wanted a chance to have one last meeting with his ally.


      He should be arriving soon, the margrave thought.


      It was at the very next moment that someone knocked on his door. He replied, and Zach entered, bowing in a formal manner. Reiner stood up and urged him to take a seat on the couch opposite him. They sat down, sitting across from each other with a table between them.


      Zach’s expression relaxed into a smile, and he said, “I must say, Sir Reiner, I am very excited about your son’s future. He shows incredible promise.”


      “What did Reid do this time?” Upon hearing Zach’s comment, Reiner felt that his son had once again had a lapse in judgment, and he furrowed his brows.


      Zach sounded amused as he replied, “I assure you he’s done nothing wrong. There is a painting of Lady Eltia in his room, which Sir Reid seemed quite interested in, so I informed him that the painting was of Princess Farah’s mother. He was initially bashful over being captivated by that piece, but partway through our conversation, he appeared to be thinking deeply about something...”


      “So, what happened?”


      Judging from the fact that Zach wasn’t being straightforward with him, Reiner could tell that his initial assumption had been correct.


      “Well, he said that since he was so captivated by that painting, he might just fall in love with Princess Farah at first sight. Then, he said if that were to happen, he would like me to support their union. He appeared to have quickly understood the meaning of the painting hung in that room, the state of Lenarutian politics, and my position on this matter.”


      “That boy...” Reiner grumbled. “Doesn’t he know how to keep his cards close to his chest?”


      Zach had a beaming smile on his face as he recounted his conversation with Reid, while Reiner looked exasperated and was shaking his head in a vexed manner.


      “There’s no need to be so sour, Sir Reiner. Your son is still unaware of our relationship. He is an incredibly bright boy, and I am already excited to see what he grows up to do. Personally, I am in full support of Sir Reid.”


      Reiner seemed slightly surprised, because he knew how influential Zach was among Lenarutians.


      “Considering who you are, I couldn’t be more grateful that my son was able to win you over, Lord Zach. That being said, I must ask, how did my son endear himself to you to such a degree? From what I know of your personality, you are someone who is neither easily nor often won over.”


      Zach maintained his smile, the only change being his sharpened gaze. “It’s exactly as I just described, Sir Reiner. I am excited for his future. Not only that, but it is also a great opportunity for Her Highness, who has Riverton blood, to be able to marry Sir Reid. I believe their union will bring many more returns than a marriage into the imperial family.”


      “I can’t believe he made such an impression on you of all people. I find myself a bit fearful for his future...”


      Reiner relaxed a bit, his shoulders drooping as he leaned against the back of the couch, and Zach watched the margrave with a confident smile. The dark elf, Zach Riverton, was Reiner’s Lenarutian ally. He was also related by blood to the king’s concubine, Eltia Riverton, and was the current head of the Riverton family. On top of all of that, he was secretly the head of the Lenarutian government’s intelligence agency.


      Because of his position, Zach received orders directly from King Elias, whom he also had a deep bond with. For such a powerful man to be fully in support of Reiner’s son, even if it was only a verbal acknowledgment, was more than enough to make their trip to Lenarute worthwhile. This was an incredibly influential man, whom Reiner’s son had been able to endear himself to behind the scenes. Just as Zach had said, Reiner could perhaps expect great things from Reid in the future. Reiner’s brows furrowed even more as a look of deep contemplation washed over his face.


      “Speaking of their union...in the future, if Sir Reid and Princess Farah are blessed with children, I would like to ask that you consider appointing one as heir to the Riverton family,” said Zach.


      “Ack?!” The request was so unexpected that it caused Reiner to choke on his own spit.


      What in the world is he talking about?! This is a marriage between two children.


      The dark elf paid no mind to his reaction and continued. “Childhood is only a moment in the lifespan of a dark elf. If all goes smoothly with their marriage, I do hope you will support their relations as well.”


      “Such matters are for those two to handle... It isn’t my place to interfere.”


      Perhaps it was due to their long lifespans, but at times, dark elves said things that were incomprehensible to humans. All Reiner could do was shake his head in response.


      Zach had been cheerful during their conversation thus far, but the very next moment, the air around him changed, and his smile faded. Upon noticing the shift in the dark elf’s demeanor, Reiner adopted a stern countenance.


      “Well then, shall we move on to discussing business?” Zach asked.


      “I think we should,” Reiner replied.


      The two proceeded to discuss the Valdias’ audience with King Elias, which had been planned for the following day, then went over the opposing factions’ plans. The two men continued discussing such manners for quite some time.


      ◇


      “I think that about does it,” Zach remarked.


      “Very well,” Reiner responded. “I will turn a blind eye to what happens tomorrow.”


      “Thank you very much, Sir Reiner. Well then, I will excuse myself.”


      Once their discussion concluded, Zach stood up, bowed to Reiner, and left the room. Now alone, Reiner reviewed their discussion in his head with a gleeful grin on his face that no one could see.


      ◇


      Once I returned to my room from the hot spring, I asked Diana to give me some time alone to think. She refused at first but finally agreed on the condition that she stood right outside my door.


      Now that I think about it, how is she going to sleep?


      Diana stepped out, and I immediately flopped backward onto the bed, staring up at the ceiling as I summoned Memoria.


      “Hey, Reid,” he replied. “Looks like you were having fun causing mischief out there.”


      “Mischief? I just meant it to be a little prank on Diana... I never thought it would cause such a ruckus.”


      Thanks to my previous life, I was used to the charm of a woman dressed in a yukata after taking a bath—well, more accurately, I wasn’t as easily shocked by the sight. However, the same couldn’t be said for Rubens. In this world, the act of bathing in itself was a luxury, so that had probably been the very first time Rubens had ever seen Diana after a soak. The visual impact had been further heightened by the addition of the yukata she had worn, which he’d likely also seen for the first time.


      In hindsight, perhaps I’d gone a bit too far. From a Magnolian’s perspective, someone in a yukata would appear to be thinly clad. What Rubens had witnessed was his girlfriend, who already had an incredible figure, overflowing with seductive charm after soaking in the hot springs and clad in a thin garment he’d never seen before, all of which had hit him like a pile of bricks.


      As a result, Rubens had lost his composure and invited Diana into a little bubble of their own. Diana had likely also been happy that Rubens found her so charming, and she’d gotten swept up in the heat of the moment. I wanted to believe that was the only reason such diligent knights like those two would end up behaving like that.


      Perhaps he could tell what I was thinking, because Memoria spoke up in a teasing tone. “By the way, not only were you watching that whole scene unfold pretty closely, but you were staring pretty intently at Diana in the bath. If you ever need me to, I can always make those memories pop up behind your eyelids. It’s like, um, what’s it called... Right! It’s like playing a recording.”


      I nearly choked on my spit in surprise. “I don’t need that!!!”


      The sight had indeed been quite impactful, but I hadn’t realized that such memories could be reviewed whenever I wanted. As a male, I couldn’t help that that possibility tickled something within me.


      Memoria spoke up, once again sounding as if he were hearing every thought as it came into my mind. “You’re thinking dirty thoughts, aren’t you? I won’t have it. I’ll refuse any inappropriate requests!!!”


      “I already told you I don’t want you to do that stuff!!! Also, you’re the one who brought it up in the first place!”


      Though I couldn’t see him, I had no doubt he was wearing a devilish grin right now. None of that really mattered, because I’d summoned him for a reason. I let out a sigh before bringing up what I actually wanted to discuss.


      “Can we move on? I have more important things I want to talk about. Do you have any new information?”


      “Sorry, I don’t...”


      I guess he couldn’t recover anything in time. Well, it was a long shot, so I can’t blame him. Since I have him here, I might as well put in a new request.


      “Okay. In that case, I’d like to ask you to look for something else. Can you see if there are any memories about how soap is made, or possible substitutes for soap?”


      “Soap recipes or soap substitutes? Got it. I’ll look into that too.”


      While I was enjoying the hot spring, I was very disappointed that there wasn’t any soap available. Soap was a luxury in this world, so if I could either make some or get my hands on a suitable alternative, it would not only satisfy my own desires but I’d be able to make a new commercial product.


      “Thanks. I think that’s all for today.”


      “Okay. Good luck tomorrow, Reid.”


      “Thanks.”


      After I thanked him, I cut communications, then called Diana back into my room. She had returned to her maid uniform. She looked great in the yukata, but it wasn’t something to wear while on duty as a bodyguard, even if it looked amazing on her.


      Just then, an idea popped into my head.


      “Hey, Diana,” I called out.


      “What is it, Sir Reid?” she replied with a sense of formality.


      I broke into a grin as I said, “Would you like us to bring some yukata home with us?”


      Diana gasped. “Mind your own b—” She cut herself off, cleared her throat, then continued. “I respectfully decline.”


      She was definitely about to tell me to mind my own business, right? Anyway, I guess she doesn’t want any...


      “That’s too bad. They suited you really well...”


      Diana let out a strained groan and said, “Even so, I must respectfully decline your offer for the yukata.” She seemed to be troubled by my comment that the garment had suited her.


      “Okay. If you ever change your mind, just let me know.”


      “Understood...”


      She had probably been thinking back to the embarrassing event from earlier in the day, because throughout our conversation, her face had been bright red.


      ◇


      After that exchange, Diana never brought up yukata again. Several days later, my mischievous side came out again, and I sneakily made the same offer to Rubens.


      “Yes, absolutely!!!” he enthusiastically replied.


      I intentionally avoided asking him why he wanted the yukata. Later on, I let Zach know that I wanted several yukata, and though I got his approval to take some with me, he seemed dubious about my intentions, so I explained the situation to him.


      “There’s a young knight who seems to have taken an interest in women dressed in yukata...” I revealed.


      “Excuse me?” My response was perhaps not at all what Zach had expected, and he stared at me for a bit, his eyes wide with surprise. He then pondered something for a bit before finally muttering, “A young knight? Oh... I see.”


      He appeared to have caught on to the situation, and his shoulders were trembling as if he were trying to suppress laughter. I intentionally avoided asking what he found so funny.


      Some time after that, I got the yukata to Rubens, and he seemed very excited. However, some other knights heard about what was happening, and I unexpectedly received requests from all of the male knights for yukata to bring home.


      Figuring there wasn’t much else I could do about the situation, I decided to once again ask Zach to procure some yukata for me, still feeling embarrassed about making such a request. After I explained the situation to him, he looked like a deer in the headlights, and moments later, his shoulders were trembling again. Then he covered his mouth with his hand and continued shaking in a way that looked quite painful for a while.


      Despite his reaction, he proceeded to obtain the yukata for all of the knights, so I felt nothing but gratitude toward him. I deeply appreciated his assistance. The knights always did a lot for us, so I’d worked to fulfill their requests as a way to thank them, and they were all incredibly grateful for the gifts. Seeing their reactions, I wondered if yukata would perhaps sell well in Magnolia, so I informed Kris about the situation and asked her to start importing yukata from Lenarute. My most vivid memory from that meeting was how utterly unimpressed she looked.


      Eventually, for some reason, yukata became incredibly popular within the Valdia Mark as a gift for men to give to their girlfriends or wives. News of this popular item spread to the imperial capital, and it would become a trend throughout the entire empire, but that’s a story for another day.


    


  



  

    

      The Audience


      “You look very beautiful, Your Highness.”


      “Thank you, Asuna.”


      Farah thanked Asuna as she looked in the mirror once more and inspected her appearance. She was dressed in a white gown that she’d received from Eltia the previous day. Its color was an intentional choice meant to contrast with a dark elf’s skin, whose color was unique to the race, and it put a spotlight on the princess’s presence. The gown had also been designed in a mature style, which made Farah seem older than she actually was.


      “Do you think the suitor will like this?” Farah asked.


      “Yes, I think he will be very pleased,” Asuna replied, smiling in an attempt to alleviate the nervousness she saw on Farah’s face. “Even I can see that you are lovelier than usual, Your Highness.”


      Farah seemed bashful as she blushed in response to her bodyguard’s words, then she smiled in a pleased manner. As the heartwarming scene played out, there was a knock on the door. Farah immediately responded, and her mother, Eltia, entered.


      Eltia was a dark elf with the same dark navy hair and red eyes as Farah, which made them appear very similar. As soon as they saw her, the two girls bowed. Once they lifted their heads, Eltia stared at Farah with a cold gaze.


      “Hm. It appears you got the gown I sent over.”


      “Indeed, mother. Thank you very much for providing me with such a lovely gown.”


      Eltia’s tone was cold and distant, but Farah seemed unbothered as she replied. This was how conversations between the two usually went, and Eltia always sounded as if she were trying to push Farah away. As always, Farah remained composed in her interactions. They didn’t seem close by any standard.


      Eltia nodded in response and continued speaking, her tone still icy. “The suitor you will be meeting today is the son of a margrave and not a member of the imperial family. Even so, you must not embarrass the Kingdom of Lenarute in any way. Nothing has been decided yet, so if you are able to prove yourself to them, you may still have a chance at marrying into the imperial family. Do you understand?”


      “Yes, mother,” Farah responded in an experienced manner to her mother’s cold tone and nodded.


      Eltia seemed satisfied with Farah’s response, but she continued to speak. “Very well. You are to marry into the imperial family of Magnolia. You absolutely must not open your heart to the margrave’s son. Is that clear?”


      “I understand, mother...” Farah said, obediently nodding in agreement.


      “I see. Very well. In that case, I will leave first to join His Majesty.”


      Content with Farah’s words and behavior, Eltia immediately left after having said everything she’d come to discuss. Once she departed, there was a chill in the room as though a blizzard had passed through. Asuna had been watching the entire exchange from the princess’s side, and she called out to Farah with a kind voice.


      “Are you all right, Your Highness?”


      “Yes. My mother’s demeanor is nothing new, though I do wish it was my own decision whether to open my heart to the suitor who’s come all this way to see me...”


      There was a sense of sadness and loneliness behind her eyes as she responded to Asuna, revealing how she truly felt. Farah had rarely ever made decisions for herself. Everything had been decided for her solely by Eltia, including what Farah spent her days doing, what she wore, and what she ate. Farah had always been like an indifferent doll and had done what she was told.


      At first, she’d hated that this was her life. Farah had tried to work hard on her own but never succeeded in gaining Eltia’s approval. One day, the young princess had suddenly realized that she would never gain Eltia’s approval and that it was best to just do as she was told. Since then, she had apathetically followed her mother’s orders.


      Upon hearing the princess sorrowfully reveal her true feelings, Asuna replied with a firm tone of encouragement. “We have no idea what this suitor will be like. However, seeing that he is a marriage candidate of yours, he must show some promise. Once you meet him, I believe you should decide for yourself whether he is someone you should open your heart to.”


      “Thank you, Asuna...”


      Despite Farah’s response, she couldn’t actually take Asuna’s advice. Even if she were to decide that the suitor was worthy of her trust, Eltia wouldn’t allow that, and such feelings would only lead to conflict. With that in mind, Farah already knew what she should do—she was to simply follow Eltia’s orders.


      During her lessons, Farah had learned the margrave of Valdia was such a skilled fighter that he was known as the most powerful swordsman in Magnolia. What sort of person would the son of such a man be like? Figuring that Asuna might have heard something, Farah turned her attention to her bodyguard.


      “Have you heard anything about the margrave’s son, Asuna?”


      “What? Oh, I’ve only heard his name. I believe it is Sir Reid Valdia.”


      “Sir Reid Valdia...”


      Since Eltia had made it clear that Farah was to marry into the imperial family, the currently proposed marriage would likely fall through, even if it took force to make that happen. Still, Farah couldn’t help but feel curious about the boy. She’d thought back to the time she’d traveled incognito to the Valdia Mark because Eltia had wanted her to become at least a little familiar with Magnolia before her marriage.


      She’d indeed been surprised by how different the atmosphere of the people and town were, and she’d heard that the imperial capital was even more impressive. She remembered her mother’s strict instructions to commit what she saw to memory because she would eventually be living in the empire.


      During her trip, the princess had gotten a bit carried away, as it had been her first time getting to properly explore the world outside of the castle walls. Before she knew it, she had gotten separated from her servants, including Asuna, and become lost. That day, a boy roughly her age had saved her.


      Farah had always been warned that dark elves were targeted in other countries, so she had initially been quite afraid of the boy who’d helped her. She’d been covering her characteristically elven ears and believed she’d gotten away without revealing that she was a dark elf. The boy had been quite mature for his age, which had left an impression on her. He’d also been accompanied by several adults, so she figured he was likely from a well-off family within the Valdia Mark.


      I wonder if he’s still in Magnolia, Farah thought, eventually becoming so lost in her thoughts that she spaced out.


      Worried about the princess, Asuna asked, “Is something wrong, Your Highness?”


      “What? Oh, no, I was simply recalling our visit to the Valdia Mark.”


      Upon hearing that, a smile spread across Asuna’s face. “Oh, yes, I was quite worried about you when you got lost. Please never do anything like that again, Your Highness.”


      “I know, Asuna.”


      After the boy had helped her, Asuna had thoroughly scolded her.


      Now that I think about it, that may be the only time I’ve ever seen Asuna get angry, the princess mused.


      She thought about the scary look that had been on her bodyguard’s face. Asuna’s expression hadn’t changed overall, but her eyes had sharpened into a stern glare.


      As she thought back to that day, Farah whispered to herself, “Asuna is quite terrifying when she’s angry...”


      “Your Highness, we should get going as well,” Asuna suggested.


      “Yes, let us be off.”


      With that, Farah left her room and made her way to the audience chamber.


      ◇


      “It’s time, Sir Reid.”


      “Okay. Do I look all right?”


      Diana was rushing me, but I paid extra attention to making sure that my appearance was neat. After all, not only was I meeting my fiancée for the first time, but this was a diplomatic affair where I would be in the presence of plenty of adversaries. If I were to make even the slightest mistake, those adversaries would use it to find fault with me, so there was no harm in being thorough in my preparations.


      Despite my warranted concern, Diana seemed exasperated. “Do you know how many times you’ve done the same thing this morning?” she grumbled. “You’re behaving like a lady who is about to meet a prince for the first time.”


      “A lady?”


      I see, so this is how noble ladies feel when they’re getting ready. Also, I feel like Diana is verbally attacking me more these days, but maybe I’m just imagining things. She used to seem so wholesome. Maybe this is her true self? I’ll just think of this change as a sign that she’s opened up to me.


      As those thoughts went through my mind, Diana stared at me for a bit with a kind gaze, then spoke as if she were trying to reason with me. “You may have a cute face, but you are a boy, Sir Reid. No matter what anyone says, a boy must remain confident and stand tall. What will make someone despise you is a lack of confidence and a timid demeanor. Any clothes you wear are merely accessories for your underlying will. This is something people in positions of power have trouble understanding.”


      Diana had a point. Of course, it was important to maintain an appropriate appearance, but at the end of the day, one’s will and determination were most important. The phrase “mind over matter” had a lot of truth to it.


      “Got it. Thanks, Diana. But I don’t think you needed to call me cute.”


      “You don’t understand, Sir Reid. If you had been born a girl, your cuteness would have led to you already being swarmed with marriage proposals,” she replied with a carefree and beaming smile.


      I’m that cute, huh? I guess it’s better than not being cute at all...


      After deciding to take her comments in a positive manner, a look of both exasperation and defeat washed over my face.


      “I’m not happy about that, but I’ll take it as a compliment,” I said with a sigh.


      “That’s the spirit, my lord!”


      Judging from that response, I couldn’t help but feel like she was teasing me, and I pouted. Diana found that reaction cute as well, and she continued smiling at me.


      The very next moment, someone knocked on my door. Diana immediately returned to a neutral expression and straightened up as I responded, inviting the person in.


      Zach entered and said, “It’s time, Sir Reid. Sir Reiner has gone ahead and is awaiting you.”


      “Okay, got it. I’ll head out right away.” Encouraged, I left my room and headed to the front door of the guest palace.


      As we made our way to the entrance, Zach said, “I have some news from my friends, Sir Reid. Apparently, the leader of the opposing faction of nobles is an elderly dark elf named Norris. It appears that Prince Rhesis is also under his influence, so please be careful around him.”


      My eyes widened in surprise, and I stopped in my tracks, turning to look at the dark elf. Yesterday, Zach had told me he would be on my side if I were to fall in love with Farah at first sight, but I’d never imagined he would share information with me so soon. I quickly wiped the look of surprise off my face and smiled at him.


      “Thank you for this vital information, Zach,” I replied. “By the way, what does Lady Eltia think of the situation?”


      It seemed that Zach hadn’t been expecting me to ask any questions. He looked startled for a moment, then averted his gaze as he mulled it over. It wasn’t long before he looked back up at me.


      “Lady Eltia also wishes for Her Highness to marry into the imperial family. However...”


      “However?”


      “I believe her objectives differ from that of Marquess Norris, though I do not know her true intentions.”


      I see. In that case, Farah’s mother is more of a neutral party than an adversary. Since she hasn’t met me, it’s only natural for her to want her daughter to marry into the imperial family rather than Magnolian nobility.


      Rhesis was going to be more of an issue than Eltia. He saw me as the enemy. I hadn’t anticipated that he would be influenced by that elf named Norris, and the prince could perhaps become my biggest obstacle. I got a bit lost in thought on the spot, so Diana called out to me.


      “I apologize for the interruption, Sir Reid, but I believe Sir Reiner is waiting for us.”


      “Oh, I’m sorry. You’re right.” I then turned to Zach. “Before we go, can I ask you one more thing?”


      “Yes, what would you like to know?”


      I quickly shared my query with him—or more accurately, I threw my question at him. “You said that Prince Rhesis has been influenced by Norris, right? How can I get him to support my marriage to Princess Farah? We might become brothers, so I’d love for him to be on our side...”


      This question seemed to be completely out of left field for the dark elf. Zach turned away and looked down again as he thought about his answer. Then, he slowly lifted his head, and gave me a chilling smile.


      “If you would like his support, I believe your best chance would be to first break his spirit.”


      “E-Excuse me?”


      Even though I’d been the one to ask, I hadn’t expected such a terrifying answer.


      What would possess someone to tell a child to break someone’s spirit?!


      I couldn’t help but feel disgusted by that statement, and I gave Zach a stern look.


      The dark elf bowed apologetically before he began to explain. “I apologize, I did not communicate that properly. I do not mean you should ‘break his spirit’ in the sense that you should crush his hopes or sense of determination. To put it simply, I believe His Highness is currently infatuated with Marquess Norris.”


      Infatuated, huh? I guess the prince must be completely under the influence of this Norris guy. I wonder how that even happened.


      Though I was curious as to how the current situation had come to be, I remained silent and listened to Zach’s explanation.


      “Originally, His Highness was an intelligent prince who treasured this kingdom. However, at some point, he seemed to have become infatuated with Norris, at which point he began behaving in ways contradictory to his position as the prince. I would like you to break that new side of him—to destroy his tainted mind. You may take this as a request from the nobles who care for Lenarute. Once you accomplish that, you can leave the rest to me.”


      Jeez... I was trying to get him to handle the prince for me, but now it’s a bigger issue that comes with a request from Lenarutian nobles. Then again, resolving this matter would help improve my standing among Lenarutians. Also, Zach is going to take care of the cleanup, which seems like the most difficult part.


      I thought a bit about what I should do, then responded. “Got it. You basically want me to get him to have a change of heart, right? I can’t make any promises, and my focus for this visit is Princess Farah, so I don’t think I’ll have a lot of time to get into deep conversation with the prince.”


      “That is fine. Thank you for hearing out my imposing request, Sir Reid.” Zach ended his reply with a gentle smile that made him seem like an endearing grandfather. At the same time, there was something behind his eyes that suggested this wasn’t an innocent smile, and I felt something cruel looming behind his expression.


      I’m probably just imagining things.


      We’d ended up talking for a while, so once we resumed walking, I moved at a brisk pace. As we walked, I decided to ask Zach the remaining question on my mind.


      “What led to Prince Rhesis’s infatuation with Norris?” I asked.


      “I’m very sorry, but it is not my place to speak of that.”


      It appeared this was the one thing he couldn’t reveal to me.


      You’re the one who asked me to “break his spirit,” yet you won’t share how this problem even occurred?


      Despite wondering that, I didn’t press the matter further. The fact that Zach couldn’t answer was a hint and an answer in itself. Also, I simply didn’t have the time.


      ◇


      When we arrived at the front door to the palace, my father scolded me.


      “You’re late!!!” he shouted.


      Diana sighed in exasperation while I was yelled at. On a sidenote, Zach unfortunately wouldn’t be joining us for our audience with the king. As we exited the guest palace, he said, “I am looking forward to your efforts today.”


      What does he mean by that?


      Once we were out of the guest palace, we immediately headed for the main castle. Though we were on the castle grounds, it was an expansive area, so we had to travel by carriage. As we made our way to the main castle, my father scowled at me.


      “You were late, Reid. Were you discussing something with Sir Zach?”


      “What? Oh, yes, just a bit...”


      I gave my father a simple summary of what I’d discussed with Zach, and his scowl grew even more intense.


      “That Zach,” he hissed. “Also, you need to learn to keep your cards closer to your chest, Reid!!!”


      “Y-Yes, father. However, I don’t think I have any cards to play...”


      My father seemed stunned by my response, then he shook his head, exasperated. “Never mind,” he huffed with a sigh. “Do whatever you please.”


      I tilted my head in confusion at his words.


      Our trip continued as we conversed, and the carriage slowly made its way to the castle that was swirling with various intentions.


      ◇


      Not long after we had departed the guest palace, the carriage came to a stop. Thankfully, the trip had been short, and the roads throughout the castle grounds were paved, so I was able to avoid any nausea. Someone knocked on the carriage door, and my father answered.


      Rubens’s voice filled the carriage as the door opened, his tone more formal than usual. “Please excuse me, my lord. We have arrived.”


      My father nodded, then he turned to me and whispered in a stern tone, “We’re going. Stay focused.”


      “Yes, father,” I said with a firm nod.


      He grinned at the determined look on my face, then stood up and exited the carriage. I followed suit. Waiting outside were several knights, including Rubens, who was dressed in his knight’s uniform, and Diana, who was dressed as a maid. I scanned my surroundings, and a question popped into my head. I stared dubiously at the building before me, because we hadn’t arrived at the main castle like I’d expected. Instead we were standing before what appeared to be the largest residential structure on the castle grounds. Since I was curious, I decided to ask my father about it.


      “Father, will we not be entering the main castle?”


      “Hm? Oh, that’s right. This is your first time here. The Lenarutian castle was built specially to be a strategic base. Therefore, negotiations and such take place here in this building known as the royal residence. You best remember that, Reid.”


      “Y-Yes, father...”


      I’d had no idea there was a separate building for such affairs. As I stood there, surprised by his explanation, a dark elf soldier called out to us.


      “Pardon my interruption. Unless I am mistaken, you are the lord of the Valdia Mark, Margrave Reiner Valdia, correct?”


      “That’s right. I am here to request an audience with His Majesty King Elias.” My father responded to the soldier in an undaunted and confident manner, and the soldier nodded in response.


      “We have been awaiting your arrival. We will now show you to the main drawing room, which will be the venue for your audience with His Majesty. However, we must first ask that those who will be joining surrender their swords.”


      “Understood. There will be four of us participating in the audience with His Majesty. It will be myself, Reid, Rubens the guard, and Diana.” After replying to the soldier, my father turned to the other Valdian knights. “The rest of you will wait here.”


      He proceeded to remove the saber sheathed at his waist and handed it to one of the knights who would be staying behind. Rubens and Diana did the same, but it appeared Diana wasn’t planning to hand over all those concealed daggers she’d shown me. The other knights and my father likely knew she’d hidden weapons on her body, but no one pointed them out, and they all remained unbothered.


      I guess she’s guarding us, so of course my father wouldn’t say anything.


      As for me, since I was only a child, I hadn’t been carrying a weapon in the first place.


      “Thank you very much for your cooperation,” the soldier said with a bow. “We will now show you to the drawing room.”


      He led us to the main drawing room, my father at the front of our party with the rest of us following behind.


      “I apologize for the inconvenience, but I must ask you to remove your shoes here.”


      What?! Shoes aren’t allowed inside?


      That rule was familiar to me from my past life, and I felt a bit nostalgic. My father removed his shoes with familiarity, but Rubens and Diana seemed a bit confused as they took theirs off. I ignored them and quickly removed my own shoes, following the soldier and my father.


      Once we were inside the royal residence, I couldn’t help but inspect our surroundings while voicing my appreciation for the interior.


      “Wooow...”


      After I’d removed my shoes and headed inside, we immediately walked up to a Japanese-style sliding door. It wasn’t simple like the ones in my memory but rather quite impressive and decorated with gold foil. There were also beautiful illustrations of what looked like dragons and bamboo on it, which made for a strong visual impact. My eyes sparkled with excitement as I took in the decor.


      “Don’t glance around so much,” my father quietly scolded me.


      “I-I’m sorry, father.”


      I thought I could hear our two guards hold in their laughter as they watched me get in trouble.


      I won’t forget this...


      “This way,” the soldier said after we’d walked across the wooden floors of the royal residence for some time. He stopped in front of a door and slowly opened a brilliantly decorated sliding door, which revealed a spacious room with tatami flooring. On either side of the room stood a row of dark elves, which made for an incredibly intimidating atmosphere.


      The dark elves in the room were dressed much like the soldiers, but they wore additional components, like service medals and shoulder embellishments. They were likely members of the Lenarutian nobility.


      “Your seats are located there, farther inside the room,” the soldier said, pointing the spot out to my father. “Please have a seat while you wait, Sir Reiner Valdia.”


      With that, he took a step back and quietly slid the door shut. Once it was closed, all eyes in the room gathered on us. I could sense various emotions in their gazes: doubt, curiosity, suspicion, interest. The strange atmosphere made me reflexively hold my breath and slightly shrink away, but my father remained undaunted.


      “Let’s go,” he said, and he made his way deeper into the room.


      When we got to our place, we found that only one seat had been prepared. My father’s brows furrowed for a moment, and just then, an older dark elf appeared before us.


      “Please accept my deepest apologies,” the man said, his tone slightly sarcastic. “We were under the impression that you would be the only one having an audience with His Majesty, Margrave Reiner Valdia, which is why we only prepared one seat.”


      “I see...” My father continued furrowing his brows at the older dark elf as he said, “What do you want to do, Reid?”


      Oh, I can tell by his expression that he’s fuming internally...


      His anger was justified. Depending on how you looked at the situation, it could be considered incredibly rude not to prepare a seat for someone who was not only the son of your guest but the very person you were looking to meet. The fact that they’d done this meant it was likely an intentional “oversight.”


      I thought for a moment, then smiled at my father. “I will be fine standing by your side, father, so please take the seat.”


      “I see,” he replied with a nod. “In that case, I will do as was intended and take this seat myself.”


      He turned his attention back to the older dark elf, giving him a sharp glare. The man appeared unbothered by my father’s glare and simply bowed to him. The fact that he was undaunted meant that he was probably a cunning old man.


      After bowing to my father, he glanced over at me. I’d also been watching his behavior, so we ended up making eye contact, to which I responded with a smile. The man maintained a neutral expression and bowed.


      Does he not like me very much?


      Just then, I felt a familiar murderous aura behind me, and I cautiously looked around. Rubens and Diana had both maintained their composure, but I could tell that the air around them was electric with their rage. I quickly shook my head at them and instructed them with a look to calm down. They both noticed my signal, and though they seemed frustrated, they immediately suppressed their anger and went back to their usual states. I let out an internal sigh of relief and resumed facing forward.


      In front of us was another set of magnificent sliding doors, which were currently shut. I suspected that there was another room on the other side, which was built to be on a platform higher than the room we were in.


      I wonder if it’s like those rooms I used to see in Japanese period pieces, where the people in power sat on top of a platform.


      As I pondered the structure of the hidden room, my father whispered, “Keep your head down, facing the floor, until you’re told to raise it.”


      I quickly did as I was told and faced down. It felt like I was really in a Japanese period piece, and though the dark elves’ attention was nerve-racking, I was having fun.


      After confirming that we had all lowered our heads, a nearby soldier announced, “Margrave Reiner Valdia, lord of the Valdia Mark in the Empire of Magnolia, has arrived.”


      The soldier’s voice filled the room, and the dark elves lined up against the walls all faced forward and lowered their heads. The room fell silent, and moments later, I heard the doors in front of us slide open.


      “Everyone, raise your heads.”


      A powerful voice broke the silence. I peeked at my father from the corner of my eye to match his movements and slowly lifted my head.


      “It’s been a while, Margrave Reiner.”


      Behind the opened sliding doors was a smiling dark elf, sitting in a chair that was opposite my father’s seat with a confident and dignified demeanor.


      “Yes, it has been, Your Majesty,” my father replied to King Elias, remaining seated. He appeared undaunted as he bowed.


      In order to avoid any blunders, I watched him out of the corner of my eye while facing forward and glanced over at the king.


      So, that’s King Elias, huh?


      Elias had black hair and sharp, yellow eyes. He appeared confident and dignified, and the air around him suggested that he was a warrior with plenty of experience on the battlefield. My father’s resting expression was quite stern, and Elias’s countenance gave a similar impression.


      Elias was also surrounded by several men and women, and he had two beautiful women directly on either side of him. Those two dark elves were likely the queen consort and the king’s concubine. However, the person standing closest to him was a boy who looked close in age to me. He had a beautiful facial structure and wore an emotionless expression.


      Is that Prince Rhesis?


      On the opposite side of him was an adorable girl dressed in a beautiful white gown, who I was immediately captivated by. She was probably my fiancée, Princess Farah. There was one more girl next to the princess, likely her bodyguard. She was wearing a black military uniform similar to those worn by the Lenarutian soldiers, and she was the only one who seemed to be carrying herself in a particularly formal way. She looked like a textbook guard.


      The conversation between King Elias and my father continued as I inspected my surroundings.


      “I apologize for this grandiose display,” the king said. “When they heard that one of my daughter’s marriage candidates would be visiting, they all wanted to meet him and wouldn’t take no for an answer. That’s what led to this situation. Please forgive me.”


      Elias maintained an intimidating aura as he stared intently at my father with a sharp gaze. The “situation” he’d referred to was likely the state of the room we were in. After all, though the chamber was incredibly spacious, the nobles of Lenarute were all present, lined up against the walls. This was likely unusual for an audience between guests and the king.


      My father appeared unbothered by the king’s words as he replied, “An apology is absolutely unnecessary, Your Majesty. It is only natural for everyone here to be concerned with their princess’s suitor.”


      “It is wonderful to hear you say that. So, is that him, Margrave Reiner? Is that your son standing beside you?” The way King Elias asked made it seem like he was pretending not to know the answer.


      “Yes, it is indeed,” my father replied.


      Elias then turned his attention to me, glaring at me with a sharp look that would likely be considered unconscionable to direct at a child. Of course, compared to the look in my father’s eyes when he was coming at me with an actual blade, it was nothing. I responded to Elias’s look with a childlike smile. For a moment, it seemed like he was surprised—perhaps he hadn’t expected me to smile at him.


      My father, watching this interaction out of the corner of his eye, proceeded to say, “Your Majesty, I humbly request permission for my son to have the floor, so he may introduce himself.”


      “Very well. You have my permission.”
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      After getting the king’s permission, my father signaled with his eyes for me to speak. I looked down, shut my eyes, and took a deep breath. Then, I thought back to our courage training sessions, and with that, I adopted a serious countenance, opened my eyes, and looked King Elias right in the eye.


      “It is my deepest honor to have this audience with you, Your Majesty,” I said, making sure to speak in a loud and confident voice that could be heard across the room. “I am Reid Valdia, son of Margrave Reiner Valdia, the lord of the Valdia Mark in the Empire of Magnolia. Upon hearing of this gracious opportunity to be considered for betrothal to Her Highness Princess Farah, I humbly requested to my father that I may introduce myself to Her Highness, which is the reason for our current visit. It is my most sincere pleasure to be meeting you, Your Majesty.”


      For some reason, when I finished speaking, the room fell completely silent.


      Huh? I’m pretty sure I didn’t say anything weird...


      King Elias’s eyes were wide with surprise as he broke the silence. “You speak in quite an impressive manner. I’ve heard you are close in age to my son Rhesis. How old are you now?”


      “I am six, Your Majesty. I have been informed by my father that I am the same age as Her Highness.”


      I could feel Elias’s gaze growing sharper as I spoke.


      “I see. I’m curious... What do you think of this opportunity to marry my daughter?”


      “I’m sorry?”


      I hadn’t expected to be asked my thoughts about marrying Farah here, in front of everyone, and I was stunned. It wasn’t that I hadn’t thought about being asked that question at all, but I didn’t know how to respond, so I took some time to string my thoughts into proper sentences. But before I could respond, Rhesis seemed to have lost patience and spoke first.


      “If I may, this seems quite excessive, father. There is no point in asking a mere child such a question. No matter how long you wait, he will not be able to provide an answer.”


      “His Highness is right, Your Majesty. If I may, asking such a question in this setting is a bit excessive, even in jest.” The noble who’d backed Rhesis up was seated at the very front of the Lenarutian nobility, and it was the same older dark elf who had upset our guards with that incident regarding the chairs.


      “You can both relax,” King Elias responded, casually brushing aside their concerns. “It’s just a simple question about his opinion.” The king then turned back to me. “So, what do you think?”


      “Well...” I pretended to think some more while sneaking a glance at both Rhesis and the older elf out of the corner of my eye.


      I see. That must be Norris Tamuska. According to Zach, he might be my biggest obstacle in seeing this marriage though. The fact that he backed Rhesis up in trying to stop the king must mean he doesn’t want me to make an impression on the court.


      I had several concerns regarding Rhesis as well, but for now, it was best that I focus on dealing with Norris. With that decided, it was clear what I had to do—I would do what displeased Norris the most.


      “Is something wrong?” the king asked. “You may speak freely, so tell me what is on your mind.”


      Having made up my mind, I adopted a formal demeanor as I returned my gaze to the king. “In that case, I humbly accept and would like to share my thoughts.”


      “Very well. Proceed.”


      With the king’s permission to speak freely, I prepared to continue. For a moment, I thought I caught a glimpse of my father looking pale, but I’d probably imagined it. I continued with my plan and spoke up in a loud and confident voice.


      “I believe that this union between the Kingdom of Lenarute and the Valdia Mark absolutely and indisputably should be formed, Your Majesty.”


      “I see...” King Elias’s gaze became even sharper as he stared at me, his interest seemingly piqued.


      As the Lenarutian nobles started fussing and whispering among themselves, I felt a kind gaze directed at me, and without giving it much thought, I glanced over at Farah. The princess had been staring at me, her eyes wide with surprise. I responded to her gaze with a gentle smile, and it seemed like her ears twitched in reaction to our eyes meeting.


      Elias, still with his eyes locked on me, spread his arms wide out and smiled as he said, “Interesting. Continue.”


      “Very well, Your Majesty. Lenarute and the Valdia Mark are neighbors. If we are able to strengthen the relationship between your kingdom and our mark, other countries would be deterred from attacking either of us. Indeed, Valst would be a good example of such potential threats.”


      I’d purposefully brought up the Kingdom of Valst, the very country that Lenarute was on horrible terms with. Elias seemed to pick up on the intentions behind my words, and he intensified the intimidating aura he was emitting while staring at me as if to challenge me. As I expected, he proceeded to ask me a question.


      “What do you mean by that? Our kingdom has already formed an alliance with your empire. Are you suggesting that the alliance is an insufficient deterrent?”


      I nodded and replied, “Yes, I do believe that the alliance on its own is insufficient.”


      “What an interesting thing to say,” the king remarked with a chuckle. “Are you implying that Magnolia is untrustworthy?”


      The intimidating aura had been toned down, and by now it seemed that Elias was amused by me. I decided to use that as my opportunity to keep pushing further.


      “No, not at all, Your Majesty. I am only speaking from the perspective of someone in Valst, who may believe that an alliance is a mere diplomatic relationship between our governments, which may lead them to believe that Magnolia would not act with urgency to aid Lenarute. However, if the neighboring territory of Magnolia were to enter into this union with Lenarute, those in Valst may feel differently, no?”


      I couldn’t see the entire room, but it seemed like all the other nobles were listening intently to what I had to say. Before I even realized it, the fuss had settled down. I made sure to be careful with my words as I continued to speak.


      “If I may, following a union between Her Highness and myself, Valst would at the very least assume that should they take any action against Lenarute, the Valdias would immediately come to this kingdom’s aid. Additionally, our family carries the peerage of margrave, meaning we have the authority to command our own forces in the event of an emergency. If Her Highness and I are to be married, the Valdia family will have good reason to act on behalf of Lenarute, because we will not only be protecting our ally but my wife’s home—and in the event of an emergency in Lenarute, such action could be taken without imperial approval.”


      The Lenarutian nobles who’d heard my argument began whispering “I see,” and “He has a point” among themselves.


      I think I’m almost there... Just one more push.


      “If this union is formed, Valst will believe that any action they take against Lenarute will undoubtedly result in the Valdias stepping in, which I believe will be a more effective deterrent than the current alliance. What do you think of that, Your Majesty? I believe that there would be no such benefit arising from a marriage between Her Highness and a member of the Magnolian imperial family.”


      Once I finished speaking, the entire room fell silent. Moments later, Rhesis’s voice broke that quiet.


      “That is a frivolous argument!” the prince roared. “Don’t speak such nonsense! Lenarute and Magnolia are already allied with each other. Regardless of whether you marry Farah or not, the Valdias have a duty to aid us!”


      “You are absolutely right, Your Highness,” I replied. “I merely meant to point out that there may be some questions as to Valst’s interpretation of our alliance. Additionally, the alliance alone would not guarantee that we could independently mobilize our forces in the event of an emergency.”


      “What?! What do you mean by that?!” Rhesis was visibly fuming as he replied, and King Elias and the nobles in attendance simply sat back and watched.


      I proceeded to continue my explanation as if to reason with the prince. “If I may, Your Highness, our ability to mobilize our forces without imperial approval only applies to situations where we are acting to protect the empire. If Valst were to attack the Lenarutian side of our shared border, we would not be able to command our forces without instruction to do so from the empire. However, if I were betrothed to Her Highness, then we would be justified in mobilizing our army, as it would be in an attempt to aid my wife’s kingdom. Isn’t that right, father?”


      I’d suddenly dragged my father into this conversation, and he maintained his stone-cold expression and furrowed his brows, but I caught a faint twitch in his temple. Elias seemed incredibly amused by his reaction.


      “Is he right, Margrave Reiner?” the king asked with a chuckle. “Does your son speak the truth?”


      My father pressed his hand against his forehead and lightly shook his head, then he shot a glare at me.


      How rude!


      My father directed his attention back to King Elias and said, “These are the ramblings of a mere child, so please pay no mind to what he says. However, I will say that his views on how a union between the Valdias and the Kingdom of Lenarute would serve as a stronger deterrent aren’t incorrect.”


      Elias seemed satisfied by that answer, and he continued with another question. “I see. In that case, how do you view what he said about a margrave’s agency?”


      My father sighed before he responded. “I would ask that you pay no mind to those statements as well, since they are, again, the remarks of a child. However, as the margrave of Valdia, I can say that the alliance alone does not give us the authority to mobilize our forces for Lenarute. We would indeed need orders from the emperor to act. However, if there was a union formed between your kingdom and the Valdia family, we would be able to justify our independent action to the empire up to a certain extent.”


      Rhesis looked frustrated, and he was trembling with his fists in a tight ball. Norris, who was now beside him, had veins popping out, probably due to rage. Elias likely knew the state the two were in, which seemed to please him, and he proceeded to ask me another question.


      “I see. In other words, your main argument for why this union should be formed is that it would be effective in suppressing Valst. Is that correct?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty,” I replied. “I have various other reasons as well, but I would like to keep those secret until after the marriage.” I ended my statement with a smile.


      “You claim to have more to say?!” Elias exclaimed with a gasp. After that shock, the king burst into laughter, which continued for a while. Once his laughter settled down, he looked at me with an amused smile. “Your son shows incredible promise, Margrave Reiner,” he remarked, still chuckling. “I cannot believe that a child who makes such unconventional statements is your heir... If an enemy of our kingdom had your son as the heir to their throne, I fear I would not be able to sleep at night.”


      “Your Majesty!” Norris suddenly interjected, his face red with rage. “All of that was drivel from a mere child! I must also point out that he acted with terrible insolence when he dared to say he could not share his ‘secrets’ with the crown!”


      Elias furrowed his brows as he glared at Norris. “Norris...it may be a child who made those statements, but they are all valid. Even Margrave Reiner acknowledged that. If you cannot objectively see the truth in what he said, then you would be failing in your duties as a member of this government. Do you disagree?”


      “Urgh...” After his claims were refuted, Norris had an incredibly sour look on his face.


      With the same glare he’d directed at Norris, Elias turned to face Rhesis. “The same goes for you, Rhesis,” the king said. “You must broaden your horizons.”


      “Yes, father...” After having his lack of knowledge pointed out by his father, Rhesis trembled as he nodded with a regretful look on his face.


      As for me, the Lenarutian nobles were looking my way with fondness.


      Wait, no. They seem more fearful than fond of me. Why’s that?


      Norris and Rhesis both fell silent, dispirited, and Elias turned back to me, his interest in me palpable.


      “Allow me to refer to you as Sir Reid. You made very good and practical points, and I thank you for sharing them with me.”


      “Of course, Your Majesty. But I am undeserving of such praise.”


      Upon hearing my response, an exasperated look washed over the face of one of the women near Elias.


      “Your Majesty, this audience was intended to be a meeting between Farah and Sir Reid,” she said. “Farah hasn’t even had the chance to introduce herself. Please move along.”


      “I apologize. Yes, Eltia is right. I apologize for making you wait, Farah. Introduce yourself to Sir Reid.”


      After being instructed by her father to speak, Princess Farah seemed a bit flustered, but she immediately took a deep breath and looked me right in the eyes.


      “I am Farah Lenarute, daughter of Elias Lenarute of the Kingdom of Lenarute. It is a pleasure to meet you...”


      Once she finished speaking, Farah bowed her head to me. She was quite adorable, and I felt my heart skip a beat. When she lifted her head, our eyes accidentally met, and I felt an even larger ba-dump in my chest. It felt as if my temperature had risen several degrees. Farah immediately broke eye contact and averted her gaze toward the ground. Though she was looking away, I could see that her long elven ears were twitching up and down. It seemed that I hadn’t imagined the movement I’d seen earlier.


      I wasn’t the only one who had noticed Princess Farah’s ears moving, and Eltia whispered something into her ear. She gasped as if she’d realized something, pressed a hand against her chest, then took several deep breaths. That seemed to get her ears to stop moving.


      After watching all of that happen, I couldn’t help but wonder what the meaning behind the movement of her ears was. Before I could ponder the possibilities, Eltia turned to me with a cold gaze and began introducing herself.


      “I apologize for my delayed introduction. I am Eltia Riverton, mother of Farah Lenarute. It is a pleasure to meet you.”


      Eltia finished her introduction with a bow, and I realized that I’d heard her name before.


      That’s right, Eltia was the model for that painting in the guest palace!


      She was just as beautiful in person as she was in the painting—or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that the painting was a result of her beauty.


      Eltia Riverton... Is she related to Zach Riverton somehow?


      As questions popped into my mind, Elias saw that their introductions had finished and shot a look at both the prince and the queen. Upon noticing his signal, the two proceeded to introduce themselves.


      “I’m Rhesis Lenarute, son of Elias Lenarute of the Kingdom of Lenarute.”


      “I am Elias’s wife, Liesel Lenarute.”


      The prince and the queen both bowed after their introductions, but Rhesis glared as he did, his gaze hostile. It appeared I wouldn’t be winning him over as a friend.


      I wish he would at least learn how to hide his hostility toward others.


      After confirming that everyone else had introduced themselves, Elias stood up and faced me. “My introduction was delayed as well. Allow me to formally introduce myself. I am Elias Lenarute, king of the Kingdom of Lenarute. I hope this is the start of a long relationship, Sir Reid.” Elias capped off his introduction with a jovial smile, which I returned with a friendly smile of my own.


      “It is an honor to hear you say that, Your Majesty. I hope for the same as well.”


      Norris, who’d still had a sour look on his face mere moments ago, walked up to the king and whispered something into his ear. Once he finished speaking, Elias looked exhausted for a moment before returning to the stern look he’d worn earlier.


      “Well then, I believe I have an idea of what Sir Reid thinks. However, those words only hold weight if they can be backed up by an equal level of martial skill. A truly proficient warrior is mighty with both a pen and a sword.”


      “Both a pen and a sword, Your Majesty?” I understood what he meant, but I was thrown off by his statement coming out of left field as compared to the rest of our conversation. I tilted my head in confusion.


      “Indeed. It is clear that you have great views, so next, I would love to see if you have the ability to act on your promises—that is to say, I would like to see your martial abilities in action. What do you say to that?”


      I glanced away from Elias for a moment to look at Rhesis and Norris, who were wearing malicious grins.


      Oh, I get it now.


      The two were likely planning on finding fault with my fighting skills. In that case, there was one way for me to answer the king’s question.


      “It is an incredible honor for Your Majesty to be interested in my skills,” I said. “In fact, I would have liked to have requested the opportunity myself. It would be an honor to prove myself to you, Your Majesty.”


      Elias’s eyes widened with surprise, then he appeared to be pleased by my response. “Very well. In that case, we shall head to the training grounds immediately!”


      With that, he swiftly stood up and led the way to the training grounds, walking at a brisk pace. We quickly followed, trying to keep up with the king as we left his residence.


      ◇


      I was led to a spacious and open area outside of the royal residence, which was likely the training grounds. All of the observers, including Elias, were watching from the building’s veranda, some seated and others standing. Everyone was buzzing with excitement, as if this were some sort of festival.


      I think this sort of thing is known as a command performance?


      The meeting today had been scheduled as an opportunity for Princess Farah and me to meet each other, but for some reason, I was now about to showcase my fighting skills for the Lenarutian court.


      I guess this is the result of multiple factions trying to get what they want.


      The first to spend a penny on this battle were my adversaries, and following the sentiment of “in for a penny, in for a pound,” I decided I would throw all of my money into it—I wasn’t going to hold back. I glanced over at the veranda and saw my father seated beside Elias. His scowl seemed more intense than usual. Our eyes met, then he looked down and let out a deep sigh.


      Couldn’t you be more supportive of your son, who’s about to perform for royalty?


      Rubens, who was on standby near my father, winked and gave me a thumbs-up. I decided to think of this situation as an opportunity to see the results of all of my training with Rubens.


      “Sir Reid,” someone called out from behind me.


      I turned around and saw Diana standing there with a chilling smile on her face. She pulled out a wooden katana.


      “Please use this,” she said.


      “Um, thank you.”


      Why did Diana bring me a wooden katana? Though I was confused, I accepted the sword.


      Diana leaned in and began whispering into my ear. “They appear to be hoping that you will make quite a fool of yourself, Sir Reid. The wooden katana they prepared for you was a poor excuse for a weapon, so I have selected one for you myself. I apologize that it is a katana and not the style of sword you are familiar with, but please be assured that it will serve you well.”


      “I didn’t realize they would do something like that...”


      It seemed my opposition was quite desperate to humiliate me, but there was something intense about Diana that made it seem like she was upset about something else. It felt as though there was something dark wafting in the air around her.


      Diana looked me right in the eyes and in a cold and merciless tone said, “You must bring down the hammer on these insolent fools, no matter what, Sir Reid...”


      “O-Okay, sure.”


      Diana seemed satisfied with my response and flashed me a beaming smile. Though her smile was charming, as usual, it seemed like there was a dark flame of fury hiding behind it. I went ahead and gave her my jacket in an attempt to make sure I could move as easily as possible. It appeared that it would take some time for my opponent to get ready, so I spent the time warming up.


      Who’s going to be my opponent?


      When I’d been shown to the training grounds, Norris had said, with a scowl dripping with displeasure, “We have prepared an appropriate opponent for you, so please wait for their arrival.”


      I feel like a government official should know how to hide his malicious intentions from others. Maybe he’s underestimating me because I’m a kid. That’s the only explanation I have for his behavior.


      I glanced over at the veranda again while warming up, and it appeared that the queen, Liesel, was getting mad at Elias and Norris about something. On the other hand, Eltia seemed uninterested in this fight, and she had her eyes closed. Farah and her bodyguard were both looking my way, and our eyes met again, so I gave her a friendly smile. Farah looked away, and her ears began twitching up and down again. Eltia noticed her ears reacting and appeared to caution the princess once more.


      It’s just like what happened earlier.


      Farah’s bodyguard was staring at me quite intently.


      Is there something she’s curious about?


      Just as that thought crossed my mind, Elias called out to me. “I apologize for the wait, Sir Reid. Are you ready?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty,” I said with a bow. “I am ready to begin at any moment.”


      Queen Liesel, who was seated next to the king, seemed to be in a terrible mood.


      “Very well. In regard to your opponent for this match, we suddenly had a volunteer who insisted on assessing your skills firsthand, and this sudden request to participate is why it took so long. Please forgive us.”


      “I understand, Your Majesty. I am honored that someone would be interested in assessing my skills themselves.”


      As I replied to Elias, I thought back to what Diana had said about the wooden katanas. It was likely Norris who had both tampered with my original sword and set up this opponent to spar with me. In that case, I had absolutely no reason to hold back, and I could bring down the hammer, just like Diana wanted me to. No matter who my opponent was, I wouldn’t show any mercy.


      “Well then, let me introduce you to your opponent for today. You will be sparring against my son, Rhesis Lenarute.”


      “Pardon?”


      My opponent was the last person I would have expected, and I was completely stunned. I hadn’t planned for Norris to send in the prince to act on his behalf.


      Right after Elias announced my opponent, Prince Rhesis appeared from behind the crowd in the veranda, dressed in what looked to be training gear, as it seemed made for fighting and easy to move in. Not only had he gotten changed, but he’d also equipped his armor.


      I see, so that’s why it took a while for him to get ready.


      I should’ve been upset at the unfairness of the situation, but I couldn’t help but be satisfied that there was an answer as to why I’d had to wait. Rhesis walked to the edge of the veranda, put on his shoes, and slowly made his way toward me. He already had a wooden katana in his hand, and he seemed to be champing at the bit to fight me.


      I glanced back at the veranda, where my father had hung his head, his shoulders similarly drooping. I next looked at Rubens, who was smiling at me with a wink and a thumbs-up. Rubens then looked over at the prince, and he turned his thumb 180 degrees.


      Hey, you shouldn’t be openly disparaging the prince of another country.


      Diana, who was now at Rubens’s side, shook her head as she made him lower his arm.


      Yeah, that’s right! He shouldn’t be doing that to their prince.


      Diana smiled and gave me a thumbs-up herself, which she held up against the left side of her throat while slightly tilting her head back. She was now looking down at the field, and her eyes were locked onto the prince’s back as she dragged her thumb across her throat to the other side, making sure to turn her head in the opposite direction.


      That’s way worse than what Rubens did.


      The cutthroat gesture had been performed in the blink of an eye, so I wanted to believe that no one else had seen it.


      I couldn’t help but sigh after seeing those reactions, and my sigh made Prince Rhesis furrow his brows as a look of deep displeasure washed over his face.


      “You seem quite relaxed about this situation. That display of nonsense from earlier won’t work on me.”


      Nonsense? Oh, is he talking about my conversation with King Elias in the royal residence?


      I believed that I had made a proper argument for the merit of this marriage. Sure, I had been posturing slightly in some ways, but it had been within acceptable limits. If my bluffing had been overboard, King Elias wouldn’t have been so interested in what I had to say, and my father would have stopped me. It seemed like the prince had more to learn if he was going to call my proper arguments “nonsense.”


      Just then, I remembered what Zach had said to me before. He’d said something about how Prince Rhesis was intelligent, but since coming under Norris’s influence, he started acting in ways that were contradictory to his position as a prince. Those weren’t Zach’s exact words, but he’d said something along those lines. I gasped as I realized something.


      Zach knew this would happen, didn’t he? That’s why he must’ve made his request seem so intense, saying things like “break his spirit” and calling it a request from Lenarutian nobles. He let me think that I’d won him over, when he’s been the one who had me in the palm of his hands this entire time.


      I couldn’t help but chuckle at myself.


      Zach Riverton...who exactly are you? I’d love to interrogate him sometime, but I’d probably end up regretting it.


      “What are you grinning for?” Rhesis grumbled.


      “My apologies, Your Highness. I simply remembered something amusing.”


      “Hmph. I really do not like you.”


      Man, the prince sure is misbehaving. I know I’m not a royal, but I’m still a member of the nobility, you know? It seems unbecoming for a member of the royal family to act like this.


      I had no idea what had clouded Rhesis’s judgment to this extent, but regardless, I would have to give this my best effort.


      Elias appeared to have determined that both the prince and I were ready, and he announced loudly to the entire crowd, “The sparring match between Sir Reid and Rhesis shall now commence. The match will end when one party admits defeat or is judged unable to continue.”


      After hearing the rules, an idea popped into my head, and I raised my hand.


      “Your Majesty, I would like to suggest the addition of another rule,” I said.


      “What is it?” the king replied.


      Everyone’s attention had gathered on me, but I paid no mind and continued to speak.


      “If I may, I humbly request that Your Majesty is the only party authorized to determine whether one of us is unable to continue.”


      “I see. That isn’t a problem, but why do you request such a condition be added to the rules? Do you expect me to be soft on either of you?”


      “Not at all, Your Majesty. Participating in this match is an incredible opportunity, and I simply do not want anyone other than Your Majesty of His Highness interrupting.”


      After responding to the king, I glanced over at Norris, who noticed my gaze and glared back at me. The older elf had hatred burning behind his eyes, along with a look on his face that said, You infuriating brat!!! Elias appeared to have picked up on the intentions behind my request, and a roguish smile spread across his face.


      “Very well. The match will end when either one of you admits defeat or if I determine that it should end. Is that satisfactory?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty. Thank you very much.”


      Rhesis had been watching this interaction with a look of pure hatred directed at me.


      “Hmph. My father isn’t the type to go easy on someone just because they’re the child of a nobleman. Your loss was determined the moment you stepped onto these training grounds. You should run back to your home in the backcountry of Magnolia with your tail between your legs.”


      He’s calling the Valdia Mark the backcountry? Does he not know we share a border with this kingdom? I don’t appreciate being insulted, but I’ll just say those were ramblings of a child and disregard them.


      Despite my magnanimous decision to let his insults slide, the prince shamelessly continued.


      “I’ve also heard that your mother has been suffering from illness for a long time. Can you even wield a sword when your mother is so weak that she can’t recover from a mere disease? You look like you would be more at home sucking on your mother’s teat than wielding a sword.”


      It had only been moments ago that I’d had the capacity to disregard the prince’s taunts, but his last statement flipped a switch, and I felt something snap inside me. I didn’t care what he said about me, and I could let comments about the Valdia Mark or my father slide. My father would be upset if he heard such things, but he would probably forgive the prince as well. However, what I couldn’t ignore were attacks against my mother, who was at this very moment desperately battling her illness with everything she had—I absolutely could not forgive the prince.


      It was probably Norris who had given Rhesis information about my mother’s illness. The prince had probably been instructed to taunt me in an attempt to goad me into a blunder. I didn’t respond to any of what Rhesis had said and simply turned to face the king.


      “Your Majesty, please declare the start of the match.”


      “Very well,” King Elias replied. “Let the match begin!”


      ◇


      As he heard the match commence, Norris smiled to himself. He hadn’t planned on him making such an impression during the initial meeting. Despite that error in his calculations, he had succeeded in getting him to participate in a command performance, sparring against Rhesis. Overall, things were going according to plan.


      Rhesis was a skilled swordsman, and no one his age stood a chance against him. Not only was he exceptional for his age, but his swordsmanship was at the same level as, if not better than, an adult’s. Norris had also encouraged the prince to goad him so that he would despise the prince. The prince would likely traumatize the arrogant brat to the point that he would never step foot in Lenarute again. After that, he would be able to spread the word, both within the kingdom and to other countries, that he was no match for Princess Farah.


      Though Lenarute was a vassal state, Magnolia wouldn’t completely ignore the kingdom’s opinions. Public opinion turning against him would open the path for the princess’s marriage into the imperial family. The most important thing right now was changing the possibility of that union from zero to one. Norris believed that his plan was going smoothly, and he turned his attention to the prince.


      “I’m counting on you, foolish prince.”


    


  



  

    

      The Command Performance


      As soon as the signal to start was given, Rhesis snorted provocatively before asking, “Why don’t you admit your defeat right now? That way, you’ll get out of this without facing any pain.”


      “Such concern is unneeded, Your Highness,” I replied. I held my wooden katana straight out in front of me and looked right into the prince’s eyes. “Unless you are worried. Are your words the only weapon you can wield, Your Highness?”


      “What did you say?! Are you too dense to see that I’m acting out of goodwill?!”


      “I believe your words are just that, Your Highness.”


      “How dare you!!!”


      Rhesis easily fell for my cheap attempts at provocation, and he raised his sword above his head as he charged toward me. Once I was within his wooden blade’s reach, he sharply swung his sword straight down. Unfortunately for him, I moved at the same time and flipped his view 180 degrees, flinging him upside down and tossing him to the ground on his back.


      “Agh!”


      Rhesis probably had no idea what had just happened to him. I was beside him, looking down at him from above and slowly brought the point of my wooden katana to his throat.


      “It seems you are indeed all talk after all, Your Highness.”


      ◇


      The Lenarutian nobles watching from the veranda were completely dumbfounded by the child suitor. Prince Rhesis had raised his wooden sword above his head and charged at the Magnolian, and at that moment, every Lenarutian had believed in their prince’s victory without a doubt. But shattering their expectations, the boy had discerned what move to make next and closed the distance between the prince and himself, flinging Rhesis onto his back on the ground. Not only had he succeeded in his counterattack, but he had also shown restraint so as to soften the prince’s impact upon hitting the ground. Finally, he pointed the tip of his wooden sword at the prince’s neck as if to suggest he would be finishing the elf off.


      I could take you down at any moment. I’m showing restraint.


      Though he didn’t say those things to the prince, the young suitor’s skills had conveyed such messages to the prince.


      Rhesis’s mother Liesel was holding her hand to her mouth in shock. She seemed to be overcome with the desire to leap out of her seat and rush to tend to her son. However, the king and his advisers who had been standing by all stopped her.


      Reiner still had his usual stern look on his face as he looked at his son and sighed, while Rubens and Diana were watching with beaming smiles.


      ◇


      I was still looking down at Prince Rhesis, and I slowly moved the point of my wooden katana to the center of his face.


      “Are we done already?”


      “Urgh, don’t you dare mock me!!!”


      Though his mind had caught up late, Rhesis finally realized that he’d been flung onto the ground. He grabbed his sword, stood back up, and created some distance between us. I silently watched and let him do as he pleased.


      After stepping away from me, Rhesis adopted an austere countenance and mumbled as if to compose himself, “I just had my guard down. I won’t make that mistake again!!!”


      He held his sword out in front of him and began closing the distance between us again, this time paying attention to my behavior. I’d already discerned his level of skill during his previous attack, so I didn’t feel that I needed to brace myself in any way. Rhesis was quite cautious after what had just happened, so he hesitated to launch an attack when I was just standing there.


      I’m surprised he was so easily spooked, I thought with an exasperated sigh. My wooden sword was in my right hand, so I extended my left hand toward him and gestured for him to come and get me.


      Rhesis gritted his teeth and hissed, “You dare to make a fool of me?!”


      My overt taunting made the prince’s blood boil, and he charged at me. He lifted his sword above his head once more and immediately swung down.


      His technique is pretty one-note, I thought while intentionally letting his sword clash into mine, filling the air with the dry sound of wood colliding.


      “You imbecile!!!” Rhesis exclaimed with gleeful pride. “Now that our swords have crossed, my victory is assured!!!”


      The prince likely believed that if our blades were locked, he could force his way into a victory through the difference in our ages and sizes. His expressions gave me a pretty good idea of what he was thinking.


      As a prince, you shouldn’t be wearing your heart on your sleeve.


      I contradicted what Rhesis was hoping would happen and used the force of his own attack to deflect it and break his stance.


      “What?!”


      He likely hadn’t been expecting that to happen. He cried out in surprise, and I proceeded to fling him onto the ground once more.


      “Agh!!!”


      He grunted as he landed on the ground, this time face down. He’d also let go of his sword when I flung him. He quickly tried to scramble to his feet, but before he could, I gently pressed the point of my wooden katana against his cheek.


      “See? You really are all talk,” I said, stating it as fact as I looked down at him with a cold gaze. Even I was surprised at how little emotion there was on my face.
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      It was in that moment that the prince finally seemed to realize the sheer magnitude of our difference in skill level. He began to tremble, and his expression twisted with fear. I noticed that he was trying to say something, so I leaned down and brought my face close to his.


      “You are the prince of the proud Kingdom of Lenarute, are you not?” I whispered softly. “Are you going to admit defeat to me, the very person you insulted as being from the Magnolian backcountry and the son of a sickly noblewoman? Do you have no pride as a prince? Aren’t you embarrassed that you not only tampered with the sword I was originally meant to receive but that you also chose to be the only one in training gear and armor? Are you trying to ruin your father, your mother, and the rest of your family’s reputation? Get up!!! I won’t forgive you, no matter what!!!”


      Rhesis gasped, then he balled his fists tightly with a bitter look on his face. He probably realized the intention behind my words. What he’d done was overwhelmingly foolish. No matter how much hatred or resentment he felt toward me, it was absolutely unacceptable to make an official guest of the kingdom wait so that he could prepare himself for this match. Add on the insults he’d directed at the guest and the guest’s family, as rude as it may be to say, Rhesis was currently not on the level of a prince.


      Some time had passed, but he still hadn’t gotten up. The fact that his previous stream of verbal abuse had stopped suggested he was likely engaged in some self-examination. I suddenly remembered Zach’s words to me—his request that I break the prince’s spirit—and I decided to launch a finishing blow.


      “I see you are no longer showing a will to fight...” I began in a chilling, emotionless tone. “You are welcome to admit defeat after that meager display. However, if you choose to do so, you will be ridiculed for being a spineless coward with no courage or fortitude. You will be disparaged for being weak-minded and frail. I mistakenly thought that you were someone who would go on to become a wise king, just like His Majesty King Elias, but at this rate, you will end up bringing shame to your entire kingdom...”


      “Urgh... Who are you calling weak-minded and frail?!” My words had perhaps lit a fire under him, because Rhesis finally got up and glared at me, furious. “I won’t admit defeat! I will take you down, no matter what!!!”


      I feel like some of the cloudiness is gone from his eyes. I think I’m finally seeing some of the real Prince Rhesis.


      “As usual, your words are the only strong thing about you,” I replied, sensing that a bit of emotion had returned to my voice.


      Rhesis smacked away my blade with his hand, then ran toward his own sword, which had rolled away. Once he picked it up, he pointed it at me. This time, he had no fear as he faced me, sure-footed in his stance.


      ◇


      No one knew how much time had passed. The Lenarutian nobles gathered on the veranda had gone completely pale. Rhesis was no match for the son of Margrave Reiner Valdia. Despite this being a showcase of their swordsmanship, Rhesis was so significantly outmatched that his opponent had barely used his sword. The prince continued to charge, but each time, the margrave’s son would gently fling him to the ground and touch the tip of his wooden sword to various weak spots, such as Rhesis’s cheek, throat, face, and chest.


      Despite the significant difference in their skills, Rhesis would not admit defeat. As a result, the match had been going on for quite some time. The only people who could decide the victor were the participants themselves and King Elias. However, the king made no effort to stop the match and instead appeared deeply intrigued as he watched with a stern look on his face.


      ◇


      I’d lost count of how many times I’d flung Rhesis to the ground and pointed my wooden blade at him. The prince hadn’t landed a single blow on me yet, and he was approaching his physical limit. He was now panting, trying to catch his breath.


      “Aren’t you going to say something, Your Highness? After all, your words are all you have.”


      I still hadn’t taken a combat stance. I simply stood there, lightly holding my wooden katana in my right hand.


      “Damn you, you monsteeeeer!” Rhesis shouted with a frustrated look, then charged at me again.


      The prince swung his sword at me, but there wasn’t any creativity in his strikes. I’d already discerned his skill level, so I easily deflected his attack and flung him around, his back slamming against the ground. Of course, I was still showing restraint.


      “You think I’m a monster? You’re mistaken, Your Highness...although, to you, I may seem like a devil.”


      “Augh!!!”


      I pressed the tip of my wooden katana to his throat. I had no idea how many times I’d done that today.


      “Dammit!!!” he cursed, panting again.


      “You really have nothing to show for all of that talk...”


      I’m facing a bit of a dilemma here. Rhesis is a lot more determined than I thought he would be. I figured that showing him how vastly superior to him I am in skill would break his spirit, but I misjudged him.


      “Aren’t you satisfied by now? I think it would be best if you admitted defeat.”


      “I won’t! I absolutely won’t do that!!!”


      I’d reflected on the situation and acknowledged that I was partially at fault. I’d let my anger get the best of me and taunted him too much. As a result, the prince was acting a lot more stubborn. I had no choice but to change tack.


      I kept the tip of my sword pressed against his throat and said, “If I may, Your Highness, I have one final question I’d like to ask.”


      “What do you...? What is it?”


      “Was it your decision to insult my mother’s constitution, or did someone else tell you to mention her illness?”


      Rhesis gasped in realization and scowled.


      I knew it. He was probably behind it.


      I wanted to confirm my suspicions right away, but instead, I decided to press the prince. “Please answer me, Your Highness.”


      With a deeply bitter expression, Rhesis gave in and muttered, “I made the final decision to actually speak of it; however, I was informed by someone else that your mother is ill...”


      “It was Norris, wasn’t it?”


      Rhesis looked completely stunned. He’d probably never expected Norris’s name to come out of my mouth.


      Kids are so easy to read. I’ve got my answer. You’re my enemy, Norris.


      Now that that was settled, I was ready to end the match, so I suggested something to the prince.


      “Will you please admit your defeat, Your Highness? Otherwise, you will face the worst possible outcome of this match.”


      “Enough with that already!!! I won’t admit defeat, no matter what!!!”


      I was impressed by his determination not to give up, but he needed to learn that persistence at times was simply stubbornness that could hurt him. I let out a gentle sigh before swiftly raising my hand into the air. Rhesis had no idea what I was doing, and he looked confused.


      I flashed the prince a roguish smile before loudly declaring, “Dear esteemed audience! I...admit defeat!”


      “Wh-What?!”


      The prince’s demeanor completely transformed, and he glared at me with dismay and rage.


    


  



  

    

      The Curtainfall


      I’d raised my hand and admitted to defeat, which caused a stir among the Lenarutian nobles watching from the veranda.


      “I won’t accept this!!!” Rhesis shouted, burning with anger. “I won’t allow our match to end like this!!!”


      Unfortunately for him, at times it was important to acknowledge that you were outmatched by your opponent and quit the battle. If we had continued our match, it would only have been for the prince’s personal satisfaction. I also had to consider the matter I’d discussed with Zach—getting Rhesis to have a change of heart. I felt that I’d gotten through to him somewhat, but I still had a long way to go.


      I was now back in the main drawing room of the royal residence, where we’d had our initial audience. Also in the room were Rhesis, Elias, Queen Liesel, and my father. The prince and I were side by side, facing the king as we knelt on one leg with our heads lowered. My father was on my other side, and rather than stern, he simply seemed exhausted.


      Despite the heavy atmosphere, King Elias seemed unbothered. “So, why did you go out of your way to raise your hand and admit defeat, Sir Reid?”


      Hmm... How should I answer that? I took the time to glance over at Rhesis before turning my gaze back to the king.


      “I believe you would be the best person to answer that question, Your Majesty. If I may, I would very much like to know what you thought of our match.”


      Rhesis let out a frustrated groan upon hearing my response, and Elias was watching every moment of his son’s reaction with a keen gaze. Then the king returned his attention to me and said in a scornful tone, “Rhesis faced total defeat. At first, his determination not to give up was impressive, but at a certain point, he was just acting out of an obstinate refusal to accept the inevitable. I’m sure you even advised him to own his loss several times, Sir Reid.” Elias then turned to his son. “Am I right, Rhesis? Did Sir Reid indeed advise you to yield?”


      The king’s words were a sharp dagger to his son’s heart. At first, Rhesis had definitely seemed to be taking on the challenge of trying to defeat me. However, just as the king had pointed out, he had only continued to fight out of a stubborn denial of his inability to win. He had been able to do so only because he’d known that his life wasn’t in danger. It was very likely that everyone in the room already knew what King Elias had pointed out.


      “It is indeed as you say, father. Once I understood that I could not defeat...Sir Reid...I chose to face my opponent despite being outmatched. However, at some point along the way, I began fighting only to protect my pride. Sir Reid showed...restraint. So, without realizing it, I believe I began taking advantage of his leniency.”


      Once he finished speaking, Rhesis limply hung his head, and Elias let out a deep sigh.


      “I thought you were wiser than that. What drove you to be so mulish?”


      “He’s right,” Queen Liesel said, adding to her husband’s words. It seemed she was worried about the prince and couldn’t help but join in. “In the past, you were someone who took others’ opinions into consideration. Not only did you suddenly insist on challenging Sir Reid yourself moments before the match was to begin, forcing him to wait for you, but you alone showed up in training gear. What is the meaning of this behavior?”


      I see. That’s probably why Queen Liesel and King Elias were arguing before the match—it was because Rhesis suddenly volunteered himself as my opponent, I thought, remembering what I’d seen before the match. If that’s the case, then that would mean the queen doesn’t know that Norris is influencing her son, and Rhesis likely hasn’t mentioned that he’s been going to Norris for advice.


      Rhesis remained in the same position, silent with his head bowed.


      Is he planning on staying silent for the rest of this meeting?


      King Elias suddenly directed his sharp gaze at me and said, “I must ask, why did you approach the match in that manner, Sir Reid? Surely you are skilled enough to have easily rendered Rhesis unconscious. Depending on how one views the fight, they may believe you were intending to teach him a lesson or reason with him. What were your intentions?”


      Liesel’s eyes widened in surprise upon hearing her husband’s words. My father simply shook his head. Rhesis had a deeply bitter look on his face. He probably knew the answer to his father’s question, but he wasn’t going to say it himself.


      If that’s how you want to do this, then I’m going to teach you another lesson: A child’s misconduct is considered their parents’ responsibility.


      “If I may, I humbly request that some parties be excused before I answer. I would also ask that my father step away for now. There is something that I would like to discuss with Your Majesties and His Highness, just the four of us.”


      My father nodded, then immediately stood up, made his way toward me, and leaned in to whisper into my ear, “You have a plan, don’t you? If you’re going to do something, see it through to the end. Do not take any half measures.” He straightened up and flashed a grin at me, then left the drawing room.


      Does he know something?


      As I began pondering what my father might be thinking, Elias summoned soldiers to the room and ordered them to dismiss the other people present. We were now finally alone, and I could speak without being interrupted by anyone.


      “Is this satisfactory, Sir Reid? Now, let me hear your reasoning.”


      Before I answered, I purposely remained silent for an extra moment, giving the prince one final chance to admit his wrongdoings on his own. I looked at him out of the corner of my eye and saw that he was biting his lower lip and trembling. The moment of silence continued, yet Rhesis still wouldn’t speak up. He seemed to want to, but in the end, he just continued to silently bite his lip.


      I’m sure he knows it would be best if he just admitted it...


      In that moment, I could only see Rhesis as a child acting his age, which also made me despise Norris for twisting the young boy’s heart. But I had to be merciless for the prince’s sake.


      “Yes, Your Majesty,” I finally replied. “My reasoning was based on certain things His Highness said to me prior to the start of our match.”


      “What things?” Elias asked. The air around the king shifted and was now heavy with his intimidating presence, or what was perhaps better referred to as the weight of the crown. The atmosphere in the room changed as well, feeling much more austere than it had earlier.


      I did my best not to feel overwhelmed by the oppressiveness of it all and continued to speak. “Yes, Your Majesty. The first was when he said to me, ‘You should run back to your home in the backcountry of Magnolia with your tail between your legs.’”


      The king’s brows furrowed when I informed him of his son’s words. Queen Liesel’s eyes went wide in disbelief. No matter what, it was extraordinarily careless for a prince to speak in such a manner to a guest in a diplomatic setting. Rhesis was still looking down and trembling.


      “I interpreted that statement to be intended as simple banter between children, so I disregarded it. However, I cannot overlook what His Majesty said next.”


      “What did he say?” To my surprise, it was the queen who wanted to hear my answer. “What did Rhesis say?”


      In her eyes, I saw a mother who loved and was concerned about her child—it was the same look my mother gave me. My chest tightened painfully at the sight, but as my father had instructed, I’d started something and had to finish it. I’d already decided to be merciless here, so I wasn’t going to hold back now.


      “His Highness spoke of how my mother is suffering from illness and ridiculed her as being ‘weak.’ In addition, he claimed that as the child of a weak mother, I wasn’t capable of wielding a sword. He suggested that I seek comfort in my mother’s bosom. Though His Highness is the prince of this kingdom, I absolutely cannot forgive these remarks.”


      Liesel was stunned by my response at first, then she broke into tears and began sobbing.


      Elias, on the other hand, remained completely composed. The king turned to face his son, and in a solemn tone, he asked, “Is what Sir Reid said true, Rhesis?”


      The prince remained silent, head down, but such behavior only served to fuel the flames of his parents’ anger. Upon seeing their son’s lack of response, the queen and king knew that what I’d said was indeed the truth. Once that realization set in, Elias began thundering with rage.


      “You absolute fool! You are the prince of this kingdom! I believe I’ve long been teaching you that your actions carry consequences. And yet, you behave like this? Is that how you speak to someone who is not only the son of a noble from our allied country, but who is also a potential suitor to your sister? You should be ashamed of yourself!!!”


      His furious roar felt loud enough to have been heard throughout the entire residence. I felt that perhaps there had been no point in excusing everyone from the drawing room, but regardless, I decided to let the matter play out. The only thing I was really struggling with was the fact that I kept seeing my mother in Queen Liesel.


      Despite the king’s bellowing, Rhesis still hadn’t answered.


      What’s keeping him from speaking up?


      Rhesis’s silence further angered his father.


      “I see, so now you refuse to speak? In that case, I judge that you have no need for your head!!!”


      The king seemed to have given in to his temper as he made that declaration, and he stood up and grabbed a decoration on display behind him, which looked like a katana. In fact, it was a katana. Elias swiftly unsheathed the blade and slowly extended the point toward his son. It was only then that Rhesis finally looked up.


      “I apologize, father...” the prince said. “Everything Sir Reid told you is true.”


      “You’ve finally spoken. Well then, explain why you dared to say such unconscionable things!”


      Though the king’s sword was pointed right at his face, Rhesis firmly looked his father in the eyes as he answered. “Farah is only six years old, father. It isn’t right for such a young child to enter into a marriage. Additionally, if you are to insist on her betrothal, she should be marrying into the imperial family of Magnolia. That is the path toward both the future of Lenarute and my sister’s happiness!!!”


      Those views were probably what Norris had led him to believe.


      Maybe Norris didn’t take into account that Rhesis’s personality would cause him to go overboard.


      It was only now that King Elias appeared to realize that there was someone pulling his son’s strings. Even so, as the king, he couldn’t forgive the boy’s behavior.


      “Do you make those statements truly understanding the meaning of them?” Elias asked. “Royals are not ‘people.’ We are simply cogs that keep this kingdom running. That is the duty of those who are born into the royal family. You say that you behaved in such a manner for your sister’s sake as well, but do you truly believe that a marriage with a member of the Magnolian imperial family is what is best for Farah?”


      Rhesis looked perplexed. “The imperial family is at the very top of the Magnolian hierarchy, father.” Despite the king’s imposing aura, he didn’t falter and spoke his mind. “A princess should be of a status no lower than the highest.”


      His efforts were pointless, as the king simply shook his head upon hearing that explanation. “Your reasoning is too shallow, Rhesis. It seems you haven’t formed your own thoughts on this matter. The empire not only has much more land than we do, they are also a powerful country. You say that you feel sympathetic toward your sister, yet you are suggesting that Farah be thrown into a world where she will have to serve as a cog in an empire that is even more of a hotbed for machinations, all because you seek power? Do you not understand that?”


      “Wh... What? That can’t be true... I believe that marrying into the imperial family is what will bring Farah happiness...”


      “You aren’t thinking for yourself,” the king stated. “The fact that you do not have your own thoughts to respond with is proof of that. A prince shouldn’t be repeating the sentiments of others as his own words.”


      Rhesis fell silent once more. He likely realized the contradiction of claiming that he was acting on his sister’s behalf while his actions were tied to a desire for power. Once that sank in, he began crying. He had likely come to see just how foolish he’d been.


      Rhesis avoided his father’s blade as he turned to me and straightened his posture. He then proceeded to prostrate himself, pressing his head against the tatami mat flooring. It was a traditional Japanese display of apology—a dogeza.


      “I am deeply sorry for my behavior, Sir Reid. I... I had been naive. I was misled by the words of others, and as a result, I said things that should never have been uttered to you. I am truly, deeply sorry.”


      I had been in disbelief at how unexpectedly heated the whole situation had become, but the prince’s apology helped me to regain my senses.


      “Oh, um, there’s really no need to go so far—” I tried to gently reply to the prince, who was prostrating himself in front of me, but the king interrupted me.


      “Rhesis, this is not a matter that can be resolved with a mere apology. Such behavior requires an apology from the kingdom itself. Do you understand that?”


      “Yes, father. I understand...”


      The two royals ignored me and continued their conversation. I was taken aback by Elias’s words.


      An apology from the kingdom? What’s Elias planning?


      I looked over at Rhesis questioningly. He noticed my gaze and smiled at me.


      “I believe you would make my sister very happy, Sir Reid. Farah is... Farah is my dear and beloved sister. Please take very good care of her.”


      “Huh? Um, oh, yes. Understood, Your Highness.” I was confused by how kind he was suddenly being and my response was hesitant.


      Rhesis smiled at me once more, then assumed a formal posture, sitting with his legs beneath him. He proceeded to close his eyes, and it seemed like he was steeling himself to do something.


      “I apologize for the trouble I have caused, father,” he finally said.


      “You fool...” Elias grumbled, then made his way over to Rhesis’s side while holding his sword above his head.


      Wait, this is bad! It feels like one of those scenes in a Japanese period piece where someone commits seppuku!


      I was about to speak up, but Queen Liesel beat me to the punch and latched on to Elias’s leg.


      “Your Majesty! Rhesis is only a child!!!” she pleaded desperately. “It is only natural for him to make mistakes! Please, show him mercy!”


      She let go of the king’s leg, and before I knew it, she was prostrating herself in an attempt to stop him. Seeing his mother plead so desperately for his own forgiveness, Rhesis began sobbing.


      “It is fine, mother,” Rhesis said, his voice shaky but kind. “This is a punishment befitting my crime. I must accept it.”


      “Rhesis...”


      The prince accepted his fate and hugged his mother. Tears streamed down both of their faces. The whole scene seemed like they were exchanging farewells on their death beds.


      Rhesis turned back to his father and said, “I have one last request to make, father.”


      “What is it?”


      “I humbly and wholeheartedly ask that you look after my mother. Please care for her in the same way that you care for Lady Eltia.”


      Liesel couldn’t hide her shock, and upon hearing her son’s words, she began sobbing loudly once more. It was only then that Elias finally seemed to understand what had happened.


      “That sly geezer...” the king mumbled under his breath. Then he turned to face his son. “I treasure both Liesel and Eltia as my wives. My feelings have never leaned more toward one than the other. Rhesis, you...you were a puppet whose strings were pulled by another.”


      Hearing his father’s words made Rhesis appear to understand the truth as well. Perhaps because he had accepted his death, he seemed quite carefree now and even sounded kind in his response to his father.


      “I see. Even if that is true, it doesn’t erase what I’ve done.”


      “That is a very respectable opinion. In that case, let us be finished with this!!!”


      Elias slowly raised his katana up and gathered his focus. Rhesis was determined to accept his punishment, and he straightened his back in anticipation. Liesel was still sobbing loudly, having collapsed to the floor on the spot.


      Just as Rhesis was about to be punished, I finally regained my senses after having been swept up in the bloodthirsty atmosphere of the room.


      This is wrong! This is absolutely not the situation I expected us to be in!


      I immediately shouted, “Please wait, Your Majesty! I have no desire for His Highness to face such punishment!”


      As my voice filled the room, Elias, Rhesis, and Liesel all froze. I thought quickly about what I could do as I rushed to voice my thoughts.


      “F-First of all, Your Majesty, the only reason I carried myself in such a manner during the match was in an attempt to make His Highness repent for his behavior. Additionally, His Majesty is Princess Farah’s older brother. In other words. If I am blessed with the opportunity to wed Her Highness, he would become my older brother. I do not want to lose such an important person over something like this!!!”


      The air in the room had shifted a little, but I needed to keep pushing.


      “What His Highness said to me is known only by those in this room. That is why I asked for everyone else to be excused.”


      I saw some hesitation in King Elias’s face, so I decided to barrel forward.


      “Your Majesty! I have several conditions that must be met if I am to overlook this incident. I humbly ask that you may hear what I have to say first, then decide on Rhesis’s punishment. I would rather discuss the relationships we will be forming in the future rather than my future brother’s life.”


      A grin spread across Elias’s face. He sheathed his sword, then returned to his seat, sitting back down as if nothing had happened.


      “Very well. What are your conditions?”


      I’m glad that King Elias is looking for a compromise. Actually, he might’ve just been waiting for me to bring up some sort of middle ground... He wouldn’t do that, would he?


      I took a moment to think, then listed my conditions. First, I wanted the king’s approval of my marriage to Farah. Second, I wanted his support in creating business connections with Lenarute. Last, I wanted Rhesis’s crimes to be dismissed. Those three points were what I had been able to come up with. To be honest, there wasn’t much Lenarute could provide the empire with, like our guards. I didn’t have anything else I wanted to request of him, but it was still enough of a solution to the current problem at hand that Liesel and Elias both seemed incredibly surprised by my statement. What stood out the most happened when I mentioned forgiving Rhesis as my last condition.


      “I would think you have an extensive network of businesses you trade or sell with. This must be in connection with the Kristie Trading Company, yes?”


      “Yes, that is quite correct. The Kristie Trading Company will most definitely cross paths with Lenarutian businesses moving forward, which is necessary for advancements between both our countries. I have learned that Lenarutian law can at times be hard for those who are only just starting to conduct business in this kingdom, so I humbly ask that you support our group’s efforts, Your Majesty.”


      “I see,” King Elias replied, nodding to himself, then he looked at me with a sharp gaze. “Very well. I can take on the work of handling local businesses. When you next visit, bring a representative from the Kristie Trading Company with you.”


      “Thank you very much, Your Majesty!!!” After expressing my gratitude, I bowed to the king.


      The next thing to come out of his mouth was a question. “What are your intentions in overlooking Rhesis’s crimes?”


      “I have no intentions, Your Majesty,” I replied. “I simply do not want to lose someone that could become my brother. His Highness was simply an unfortunate victim who fell prey to malicious influences. If you look at the interactions that took place just now among everyone here, it is very clear that His Highness is quite intelligent.”


      Those were my honest feelings. Also, Rhesis was a love interest in the game, so I didn’t want to lose such a valuable character in the story. I thought it was true that he was indeed an intelligent person as long as he wasn’t being blinded by his presumptions.


      “Very well. What do you think, Rhesis?”


      Ever since he’d apologetically prostrated himself before me, Rhesis had been sitting in a formal posture with his legs tucked under him. He maintained that proper posture as he began to speak.


      “I am completely moved to hear that Sir Reid would like to bless me with such a kindness despite the fact that I was at fault. I am not only outmatched in regards to swordsmanship but in thoughtfulness and virtue as well. If I were to be given the chance, I would like to redo that match.”


      Rhesis spoke in a manner that was completely different from how he had been acting earlier in the day. An expression similar to one my own father often wore appeared on Elias’s face.


      “It seems you’ve finally been freed from whatever was possessing you,” he said in a kind voice. “I’m sure you will be fine now.”


      “Father...”


      “Very well. Since Sir Reid feels so strongly about it, I will overlook the incident. Of course, this is not to be spoken of to anyone else. Is that clear?”


      The queen, Rhesis, and I all bowed in acknowledgment.


      “Moving on, there is the matter of your betrothal to my daughter, Sir Reid. Are you indeed satisfied with proceeding?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty. If I could have your approval, as well as the approval of Her Majesty and Prince Rhesis, then our marriage would be nearly finalized.”


      Upon hearing my response, Elias seemed dissatisfied about something. Figuring I had no other choice, I decided to communicate something to the king.


      “If I may, Your Majesty, I humbly request that I approach you so that I may speak with you in confidence.”


      “Oh? I’ll allow it. That is no problem whatsoever. You may approach.”


      I slowly walked up to Elias, leaned in, and whispered something into his ear. His eyes widened in surprise, and his stern expression crumbled as he burst into laughter. Rhesis and Liesel simply stared with looks of disbelief.


      Eventually, Elias’s laughing subsided, and he was now grinning. “I see,” the king said with a hearty chuckle. “So that is what happened. If that is the case, then I completely understand. Very well, you have my permission to marry my daughter. However, we cannot announce your engagement right away. This is also something that must be kept confidential among those currently in the room.”


      I bowed to show my acknowledgment of the terms, then requested an exception so I could inform my father of the engagement, which the king permitted.


      Now the match is actually over, I foolishly thought.


      Upon exiting the drawing room, I ran into Princess Farah and her bodyguard, who had been waiting by the door. She looked at both her father and me, then suddenly made a request.


      “Sir Reid! If it is possible, I would like you to face my bodyguard, Asuna Ranmark!”


      “Huh?”


      It seemed I wasn’t done sparring for the royals just yet.


    


  



  

    

      A Change of Plans


      What in the world just happened?! Norris thought, horrified by the match he had just witnessed. Is Margrave Reiner’s son a monster?!


      Rhesis was by no means unskilled with a sword. In fact, the opposite was true—the prince’s swordsmanship even outshone the skills of some adults. Despite that, the Magnolian boy hadn’t struggled against the elven prince in the slightest, handling him like an adult trying to soothe a child, or better yet, an infant. That behavior had only been possible because of the overwhelming difference in skill between the young fighters. What could a boy with such terrifying skills be other than a monster?


      If only that cracked wooden sword I prepared as a contingency had made it into his hands, Norris lamented for a moment before quickly realizing that even if things had gone according to his plan, the result of the match likely wouldn’t have changed.


      Thinking of the compromised sword brought to Norris’s mind a separate matter that annoyed him: that maid. Just remembering her was enough to irritate him...




      Norris was accompanying some soldiers, going out of his way to personally deliver the sword he had prepared to the prince’s opponent’s maid. He instructed her to pass the sword along to him, and upon accepting the sword, the maid ran the back of her hand along the wooden katana, from the point to the end of the handle.


      “What is this?” she asked, furrowing her brows. “Is this meant to be an act of insolence directed at my master?”


      “Whatever are you referring to?” Norris responded, feigning ignorance. “I believe that making such an unfounded accusation is rather insolent.”


      The maid looked annoyed with Norris as she grasped both ends of the wooden katana with her hands, then she began to grip it tightly. The middle of the wooden blade began to bend upward, and Norris and the soldiers watched in disbelief. Unable to bear the force applied, the cracked sword snapped into two pieces.


      “What?!” Norris exclaimed.


      The maid forced the broken sword back into the hands of a soldier and glared at Norris, anger burning in her eyes.


      “This sword could not withstand the strength of a feeble, thin-armed maid like myself. Did you truly mean to pass this weapon, filled with cracks, on to my master? Is there anything about such an act that is not insolent?”


      “I apologize,” Norris reluctantly responded. “It seems there has been a mistake. We will prepare a new sword right away.”


      “That will not be necessary,” the maid said. “If I may, I would like to select my master’s sword myself.”


      What an impudent maid! Norris thought. Is the margrave so incompetent that he can’t even train his servants to be obedient?! Of course, he didn’t let his anger appear on the surface.


      “Very well,” he simply replied, then ordered a soldier to escort the maid to where the swords were kept.


      Later, the soldier who had accompanied her reported to Norris that from the countless wooden swords that were available, the maid had selected the best of the lot. Norris wasn’t foolish enough to think that the quality of a wooden sword was significant enough to sway the odds of the match, but the whole incident was enough to deepen his hatred of the entire Valdia household.




      “Agh!!!”


      Norris snapped back to reality upon hearing what was likely the sound of the prince being flung to the ground again.


      That’s right, he thought. The maid is not a problem. What’s important is that I do something about this situation.


      The elderly elf racked his brain for a solution. His initial plan had been to use Rhesis to both traumatize the Valdia boy and instill a hatred of Lenarute in him, which would disrupt the ongoing marriage discussions. Unfortunately, that was no longer feasible. It was at that moment that Norris remembered the shadow figure.


      It might be able to do something.


      With that thought, he snuck away from the rest of the Lenarutian nobles, who were too absorbed in the match to notice his absence. Once he was in an isolated area, he signaled to his shadow with his hand.


      “You’re there, aren’t you?!” the elf huffed. “Show yourself!!!”


      In response to Norris’s signal and voice, a pair of eyes and a mouth appeared in his shadow, which eventually took shape as an unsettling humanoid.


      The figure glared at Norris and, in a low voice, mumbled, “You dare to summon me in this crowded place? What is the meaning of this?”


      “F-Forgive me,” Norris replied. “This is an urgent matter.”


      He explained the situation to the shadow figure, then asked if it had any solutions. The figure stared right into Norris’s eyes and began speaking in an exasperated tone.


      “It’s unbelievable that you can’t solve such a minor issue,” the figure said with a sigh. “I may have overestimated your abilities.”


      “Y-You haven’t!!!” Norris insisted, desperately trying to justify his struggle. “The plan was going smoothly, but...that margrave’s son is a monster!!!” His plan had not accounted for the possibility of the boy being so abnormally skilled.


      After watching the elderly elf defend himself, the shadowy figure slowly replied, “I see... In that case, all you need to do is make an issue out of what the margrave’s son is doing to the prince, then spread that view among the nobles.”


      “What do you mean by that?”


      The figure furrowed its brows upon hearing Norris’s question, and it began speaking in a harsher tone. “Anything can be considered positive or negative. It’s all about perspective. Prince Rhesis is prone to bias and has a strong sense of justice. Considering that he’s under your influence, I don’t think he’ll admit to losing.”


      Norris seemed deep in thought for a moment, then he appeared to understand.


      “On top of that, it looks like King Elias isn’t going to step in, is he? In that case, you could say that the margrave’s son has been harming Prince Rhesis for an extended period of time. All you need to do now is make use of your skill for spreading information...”


      With that final piece of advice, the figure disappeared into thin air. Norris headed back to where the other nobles were gathered with a grin on his face.


      That thing is right. Why didn’t I realize it sooner?


      The aberrant child’s goals were unclear, but Norris suspected he had no intention of incapacitating Rhesis. The king was also showing no signs of stepping in. As a result, it was possible to frame the match as the margrave’s son one-sidedly tormenting the Lenarutian prince. All Norris had to do was to spread word throughout the kingdom that the boy was sadistic, cruel, and deeply depraved.


      Upon returning to the veranda from where the match was being observed, Norris immediately and quietly began gathering influential members of his faction. He informed those gathered that the margrave’s son was using the overwhelming difference in their skill levels to harm Prince Rhesis, and that he was a sadistic, cruel, and depraved child who took pleasure in doing so. Norris argued that there was no better proof of this than the very match they were witnessing.


      “Focus on reaching out to those who are neutral regarding the current marriage negotiations,” Norris instructed. “However, you must not let Their Majesties catch wind of this.”


      Norris’s allies all flashed wicked grins upon hearing their orders, then they split up. Nearly all of the most influential Lenarutian nobles had gathered for this meeting between the princess and the margrave’s son in order to assess whether the Magnolian was an appropriate suitor for their princess. Unfortunately for Norris, they were split into three groups: those in favor of the marriage, those who were neutral, and those who were against it.


      The nobles who were neutral were generally in favor of the marriage. They simply wanted to meet the margrave’s son before finalizing their decision. Those nobles would not take kindly to their prince being tormented, no matter the reason. People were conditioned to see what they wanted to see and believe what they wanted to believe. The truth about the match and its results were irrelevant—the issue came down to whom they believed. Between the prince of their kingdom and a foreign margrave’s son, the Lenarutian nobles would all take the side of their prince.


      Alone once more, Norris smiled wickedly to himself.


      ◇


      Princess Farah and her bodyguard, Asuna, were completely engrossed in the match.


      “I cannot believe my brother is so helpless against him,” Farah muttered.


      She was familiar with her brother’s skills. Rhesis likely would not lose to anyone his age within the kingdom. The fact that the margrave’s son had complete control over the course of the match meant that her suitor was quite exceptional.


      Farah turned to her bodyguard and asked, “What do you think of Sir Reid as a swordsman, Asuna?”


      “If I were to describe him in one word, I would use either ‘unconventional’ or ‘aberrant,’ due to the fact that he cannot be judged based on standard conventions. I have no idea what sort of training someone would have to go through to be so skilled at his age, so much so that I would love to ask him myself.”


      Asuna, who served the princess as her bodyguard, had been famous in the kingdom as a genius swordsman since she was quite young. Farah trusted her assessment of the boy’s skills. Upon hearing how extraordinary her suitor was, her chest tightened with pain seeing her brother so ragged.


      “Why is Sir Reid allowing this to continue?” Farah asked in a saddened tone. “Considering how significantly outmatched my brother is, I’m sure it is possible for him to end things immediately...”


      Despite being an amateur when it came to martial arts, even Farah could tell that this match was unusual. Her brother continued to desperately scramble back to his feet and charge at the margrave’s son, who would easily evade the attack. Then, for the umpteenth time, the Magnolian would press the point of his wooden katana against one of the prince’s vitals. The entire match seemed as though Reid was showing off to the audience, flaunting just how outmatched the prince was.


      “I do not believe that Sir Reid is thinking about winning or losing the match,” Asuna replied.


      “What do you mean by that?” Farah asked with a look of confusion.


      “As you can tell, it is as clear as day that His Highness is outmatched. However, Sir Reid must showcase his own skills in this performance, so he cannot lose in an unsightly manner.”


      Farah listened to Asuna’s explanation and analyzed the situation. She thought back to the reason this match was being held in the first place. Asuna was right—the purpose was indeed intended to assess Sir Reid’s skills, so he wouldn’t want to face a complete loss.


      Noticing that the princess was deep in thought, Asuna continued to explain. “However, Sir Reid also cannot have a total victory over His Highness. In that case, his best option is to show the audience just how outmatched His Highness is, which should then push the prince to admit defeat or compel His Majesty to end the match. I don’t know what Sir Reid’s true intentions are, but I’m quite confident in my assessment of the situation.”


      Farah seemed relieved by Asuna’s words.


      “That is great to hear... In other words, Sir Reid is not acting maliciously toward my brother?”


      “That’s right. There is no malice in his movements. If anything, it appears he is trying to teach His Highness something, or reason with him, though I do not know what that something is...”


      “I see...” Though the princess seemed satisfied with Asuna’s explanation, she still looked worried while observing the match.


      In contrast to the nervous princess, Asuna seemed composed, but she had simply been hiding her shock. I can’t believe he can use Physical Enhancement at such a young age!


      The princess’s bodyguard wasn’t one to boast about her skills, but she was aware that she was more skilled than others, and that even so, she hadn’t been able to move like Reid when she was his age. In other words, she had finally met a swordsman who surpassed her. Prince Rhesis was also talented, but he was no match for Asuna.


      Asuna had never once skipped her sword training, and because of her exceptional skills, she’d never had the opportunity to spar with someone who could make her better. Sir Reid could possibly be... No, he was definitely the one she could finally have such a match with. As someone who had been regarded as a genius in the field, Asuna’s intuition told her so.


      Asuna had always intended to make her own assessment of the character and skill of Farah’s suitor. She wondered if there was a way she could do that by sparring with him. Just then, the princess had another question for her bodyguard.


      “Why won’t my brother admit defeat despite the obvious difference in their skills, Asuna?”


      Asuna agreed that the prince’s behavior was strange. Anyone else would have admitted their defeat if they were so significantly outmatched, yet Rhesis was continuing to fight.


      “Unfortunately, I do not know the answer to that either,” she replied. “Surely His Highness isn’t refusing to admit defeat for no reason...”


      Time continued to pass, yet Rhesis would not resign from the match, and King Elias still had not stepped in.


      Finally, Reid raised his arm into the air and loudly declared, “Dear esteemed audience! I...admit defeat!”


      The daring move by the margrave’s son made both Farah’s and Asuna’s eyes grow wide with shock.


    


  



  

    

      The Princess and Her Bodyguard Take Action


      After the match ended in such an unexpected way, Elias, Liesel, Reiner, and the two combatants had retired to the drawing room to discuss the outcome. Farah and Asuna were instructed to wait elsewhere, so they left the observation area and retired to another room. Eltia was heading to the room with them, but on the way, she was stopped by a soft-spoken Lenarutian noble, so she instructed the girls to head to the waiting room first and said that she would join them later.


      Farah and Asuna were now taking a break in their designated waiting space, and Farah looked worried.


      “I wonder if my brother and Sir Reid are all right...”


      “Neither of them were injured, so I don’t think you have to worry about them physically, Your Highness,” Asuna replied. “More importantly...”


      “Hm? What is more important?”


      “Who were you cheering for?” Asuna asked with a teasing grin. “Were you cheering for your brother or for Sir Reid? It was His Highness, wasn’t it?”


      Farah was surprised by the unexpected question and turned red. “I was cheering for both of them, since they are both important to me.”


      “I understand Prince Rhesis being important to you, but... That’s interesting. So, Sir Reid is already someone you consider important?”


      “What?! N-No, you’re mistaken! That wasn’t what I meant!!!”


      Asuna laughed in amusement at Farah’s bashful expression, while the princess was angrily objecting to her bodyguard’s statement with a bright-red face. During their conversation, Asuna noticed that Farah’s ears were moving up and down, which confirmed for her that even if it was only a little bit, the princess indeed had feelings for the Magnolian boy. A state of heightened excitement could cause a dark elf’s ears to move up and down, but this varied significantly between individuals, so it wasn’t something that every dark elf experienced.


      The princess was particularly obvious when it came to her emotions. She could control such movements by focusing on suppressing her emotions, but that also meant that if she wasn’t focusing, her ears were likely moving. Her ears generally moved when she was experiencing joy, happiness, or fondness. A civilian with such qualities would likely be considered adorable, but Farah was a royal and thus fated to a life in politics, a hotbed of corruption. Wearing her heart on a sleeve would be a weakness. That was perhaps why Eltia had been raising her with what some might consider an abnormal level of discipline.


      Asuna had been thinking about such things while teasing the princess for blushing, while Farah just puffed out her cheeks in dissatisfaction. The very next moment, the door slid open, and Eltia entered. The girls immediately bowed to her.


      “Please ask His Majesty how much longer they plan to continue deliberating,” she ordered in her usual cold tone. “If they question you about your inquiry, you will tell them that you were instructed by me to do so. Is that clear?”


      “Yes, we understand,” the girls replied with a nod, then they got up and left the room.


      As they were leaving, with Farah’s back facing her, Eltia said, “If you have anything you would like to say to His Majesty, you must firmly communicate your desires, Farah. Understood?”


      “Yes, mother,” Farah responded, confused by her mother’s words. She tilted her head, unsure of what Eltia’s intentions were with that advice.


      “Hurry now,” Eltia said, and the princess bowed once more and left.


      On their way to the drawing room where the king was in deliberations, Asuna and Farah heard voices coming from somewhere. Asuna suddenly stepped in front of the princess as if to protect her.


      “Your Highness, I do not know why, but I sense something menacing directed at you...”


      Farah looked surprised before responding, “Understood.”


      Asuna continued to shield the princess with her body as she slowly inspected the direction where the voices were coming from. She saw the dark elf who had earlier stopped Eltia to talk and was now looking at Asuna and the princess. He was with someone she guessed to be another Lenarutian noble, and it appeared the two had been the ones speaking.


      “Is something wrong?” the second man asked.


      “No, I think I was just imagining things,” the first replied.


      The menacing aura had come from the first man. Asuna decided to continue observing them while listening in on their conversation, and she signaled her intentions to the princess with a gaze. Farah nodded in understanding.


      “So, whose side will you be taking? Sir Norris’s, or His Majesty’s?”


      It appeared the men were discussing the opposing factions concerning the princess’s marriage. One man appeared relatively older, while the other was quite slim.


      “I cannot say for sure yet,” the slim man replied, sounding rather uninterested. “Regardless of which side we take, it will not change the fact that Her Highness will be marrying into a Magnolian family. I honestly do not care whether it is the imperial family or the margrave’s.”


      “That is a foolish way to view the situation,” the older man said.


      “What did you say to me?” the slim man replied, irritated by the insult.


      “You saw that command performance, did you not? The margrave’s son...Reid, was it? Despite the fact that he significantly outmatched His Highness, he continued to torment the prince, as if to gloat about his skills to the audience. Don’t you agree?”


      The slim man seemed to be somewhat convinced by the older man’s words, and he thought for a moment before speaking again.


      “Depending on your perspective, I suppose you could see the match in that way.”


      “That isn’t the only problem,” the older man said. “They say that the margrave’s son is sadistic, cruel, and deeply depraved.”


      The slender man mulled over this information. It was true that the boy’s behavior could be considered cruel in that it was a display of just how much he outmatched the prince. However...


      “That is a rather excessive conclusion to draw, no?”


      “Not at all!” the older man insisted in a loud and confident voice. “That boy may marry Princess Farah and succeed his father as the margrave of a territory sharing a border with our kingdom. It isn’t unfeasible that he may take the princess as his hostage, and Lenarute will be unable to disobey his command. Wouldn’t it be better for the princess to marry a member of the imperial family rather than some margrave’s son of unknown character?”


      “Hm... You may have a point.”


      “See? Sir Norris is pushing for a marriage into the imperial family for the sake of this kingdom’s future,” the older man argued. “He is by no means driven by a desire for power. We would greatly appreciate your support to make that happen.”


      “Very well,” the slim man replied. “I shall at least hear Sir Norris out.”


      “Sir Norris will be very pleased to hear that. Please follow me...”


      With that, the two men took off.


      “I think they are gone, Your Highness. My apologies...”


      “No, no. I am all right,” Farah replied in a sad voice, her body trembling and her ears drooping. “I’m more concerned that they spoke of Sir Reid in such a manner. It was deeply unfortunate...”


      Farah was well aware of the role she had to play as a princess. Even so, it was painful to hear a third party say they didn’t care about her marriage. She pressed her hand against her chest, slowly took a deep breath, and composed herself. Once she felt calm, she could clearly recall their conversation.


      “Is Sir Norris trying to use my brother and Sir Reid to get me a proposal from the imperial family?” She hadn’t meant to voice that thought out loud, but the words had slipped out.


      Asuna had been watching the princess with a look of concern, and upon hearing that thought, she came to understand the intention behind the men’s conversation.


      “Yes, it did appear that way,” the bodyguard replied. “Sir Norris has long been saying that you should be marrying into the imperial family of Magnolia. Judging from their conversation, I believe that his people are trying to spread the word that Sir Reid was tormenting His Highness...”


      As a swordsman, Asuna felt deep disdain for what Norris was doing. Rhesis had not admitted defeat, which had not been the wisest choice, but it took an incredible amount of courage to continuously face an opponent that was much stronger than you in the way that he had done. The claims of Norris’s faction didn’t consider the prince’s efforts and thus indirectly insulted him. In Asuna’s eyes, Norris was engaging in malicious acts out of self-interest, which made her furrow her brows.


      “I wonder if there is anything I can do to help them both protect their honor,” said Farah.


      “Let’s see...” Asuna went over the men’s conversation in her head and analyzed the situation before continuing. “Sir Norris and his people are first claiming that Sir Reid tormented the prince. We must refute this claim.”


      Farah nodded and asked, “What if my brother was to explain things himself? I feel like that may resolve the entire issue for both of them.”


      Asuna thought for a moment, then shook her head. “Unfortunately, I do not think that will be strong enough proof. If His Highness had spoken up before these claims began spreading, it might have worked. However, now that they have begun to spread these rumors, Sir Reid’s skills will continue to be seen as a negative attribute. Additionally, Sir Norris may even claim that Prince Rhesis is being forced to speak up for diplomatic reasons.”


      “In other words, we will need both my brother’s testimony and a way to dispel the negative feelings people have toward Sir Reid...”


      Asuna nodded. How should we do that? she wondered.


      The very next moment, the princess had an idea. “Asuna...would you be able to spar against Sir Reid, without holding back?”


      “Excuse me?”


      The bodyguard was stunned by the words that had come out of her princess’s mouth, but once Farah explained her thinking, Asuna burst into laughter. The plan she’d come up with was quite surprising.


      First, Rhesis would explain the outcome of his match with Reid to the Lenarutian nobles. After that, in order to see Sir Reid’s true level of strength, he would engage in another sparring match with Asuna, thereby dispelling any thoughts of him being an unjust swordsman. If he was able to showcase his true strength while battling Asuna, the Lenarutians would learn that he hadn’t been torturing their prince and just had an overwhelming level of skill compared to Rhesis. The true nature of his extraordinary skills would become widely known, which would help to improve public opinion of him.


      Asuna had been secretly hoping to cross swords with the Magnolian, so her wish was coming true. “Heh heh, that is a wonderful idea,” she said with a roguish smile. “We shall proceed with that plan.”


      “Then it’s decided,” Farah replied. “All that is left is to convince my father, my brother, and Sir Reid!!!”


      Once they finalized their game plan for destroying Norris’s scheme, the girls took off for the drawing room. As they made their way to see the king, Asuna thought back to that menacing aura she’d sensed from one of the men.


      It almost felt like he was telling us to stay quiet and listen in on their conversation, she thought. But that couldn’t possibly be what he intended...right?


    


  



  

    

      The Princess’s Grand Plan


      “Sir Reid! If it is possible, I would like you to face my bodyguard, Asuna Ranmark!”


      “Huh?”


      The deliberations regarding the command performance from earlier had just finished, and I ran into Princess Farah and her bodyguard, who had been waiting outside the drawing room for us. Her first words upon seeing me again were quite shocking.


      Why does she want me to spar with her bodyguard?


      Elias was probably wondering the same thing, and he glanced over at Princess Farah with a questioning look.


      “Do you know what you are asking for, Farah? A command performance like this is not something held for a princess’s amusement.”


      “Yes, you are absolutely correct, father,” the princess replied in a matter-of-fact way. “Please hear my reasoning. Currently, there are some very malicious claims spreading regarding the previous command performance. This match against Asuna is necessary to dispel those claims.”


      The princess seemed very gallant and charming. Everyone listening grimaced in response to her words.


      “Malicious claims are spreading?” her father repeated calmly, as if to confirm what she had said. “Tell me more.”


      “I shall, father; however, I would first ask that everyone here returns to the drawing room.”


      “Very well.”


      The deliberations that I’d thought were finally over were now resuming because of an unexpected visitor. Elias summoned a soldier and instructed him to inform the Lenarutian nobles and the rest of the Valdia party that we would require more time. The soldier bowed and immediately took off.


      Once Elias confirmed that all of the soldiers had left, his kingly, sharp gaze returned, and he directed it at his daughter. “Well then, let’s hear about these malicious claims.”


      “Yes, father,” Farah said, bowing before she began to explain.


      Farah had been on her way to see Elias, as instructed by her mother, Eltia, when she had unintentionally overheard a discussion between Lenarutian nobles. She then told us what the two men had spoken about.


      The opposing faction driven by Norris was maliciously misrepresenting the facts of the match, and as a result, both Rhesis and I were being disparaged. Farah argued that if things ended here, Norris’s people would get what they wanted.


      Elias looked to be deep in thought and somewhat pleased at the same time. The queen and Rhesis, however, both had terribly sour looks on their faces. The queen was related to Norris, so his unbecoming behavior brought shame to her as well. As if that wasn’t bad enough, Norris was also taking advantage of her son, so it was more than feasible that Liesel currently loathed the elder elf. As for Rhesis, he’d probably put his hopes in Norris, since the older man’s words had alleviated his own concerns about the treatment of his mother and his distance with his sister.


      Rhesis had given his best effort to challenge me during the match. Perhaps his motivations hadn’t been great, and his efforts had been futile, but that was still no reason for him to be disparaged for his conduct during the match. Hearing what the opposing faction was doing seemed to reaffirm for Rhesis that he had indeed been Norris’s pawn this entire time.


      Despite seeing the pained looks on their faces, Farah maintained her gallant demeanor as she spoke. “I believe that Her Majesty and Rhesis are both in a difficult position right now. However, if we do not act, Norris will succeed in his objective.”


      “Since you speak with such confidence, you must have a plan. How does this tie in with a match between Asuna and Sir Reid?”


      Farah smiled and remained undaunted as she elaborated. First, she proposed that Rhesis explain why the previous match had gone on for so long, thereby refuting the claims that were being spread. However, that would not be enough to satisfy some members of the nobility. Therefore, Farah also proposed an earnest showcase of skill between Asuna, who was known for her genius swordsmanship, and me. By showing the Lenarutians that I was genuinely skilled, we could prove that Rhesis was speaking the truth about our match, without exaggeration. Thus, we would both have our honor restored.


      Though he maintained the same expression as before, the king seemed surprised by the unexpected display of wit from his daughter upon hearing her plan. He then glanced over at Asuna, who simply responded with a bow. She and Farah had probably gone over what they’d heard and had come up with the plan together.


      Not only had the princess succeeded in creating an effective plan in a short period of time, but she also had the courage to remain undaunted while telling her father, the king, her plan in a clear manner. On top of that, her idea didn’t favor either of the affected parties—it considered us both and was perhaps the best course of action we could take at the moment. The graceful way that the young princess carried herself resembled a certain elf.


      “I suppose your hidden talents are something you’ve gotten from your mother...” Elias mumbled to himself. “How regretful.”


      “Father?” Farah asked with a dubious look, unable to hear what her father had said.


      A roguish smile spread across the king’s face as he addressed everyone in the room with a booming voice. “Very well! We shall follow your plan, Farah. Are you all in agreement, Rhesis, Asuna, and Sir Reid?”


      “Yes, we are!!!” Rhesis and Asuna responded in unison.


      “Yes, Your Majesty,” I answered with a bow.


      Elias gave us all a firm nod.


      “In that case, as soon as we have returned to the training grounds, we shall speak to the nobles.”


      ◇


      The group made their way back to the training grounds, and Elias gathered the Lenarutian nobles to begin explaining what had happened during the previous match. After he spoke, Rhesis spoke himself, explaining that he was embarrassed that he hadn’t immediately conceded when faced with the overwhelming difference between his skill level and the Magnolian’s. He informed everyone that it had been his fault that the match had been drawn out for so long and that there was no blame to be directed at the margrave’s son.


      Unfortunately, it was only a handful of Lenarutian nobles who appeared satisfied after hearing their king and prince speak. Norris had likely accounted for such claims in his scheme. Once Rhesis finished speaking, Elias addressed the crowd once more in a powerful and dignified voice.


      “I understand that you may not be satisfied with these explanations. Therefore, though it is sudden, we have decided to hold a second match, this time between Farah’s personal bodyguard, Asuna Ranmark, and Sir Reid! Through this match, you will all surely be able to reaffirm Sir Reid’s skill with your own eyes.”


      The Lenarutian nobles in attendance began stirring. They wondered if their king had gone mad, since he was proposing that the margrave’s son battle a girl known throughout the kingdom as a prodigious swordsman.


      Because of her period of fame, the nobles were well aware of Asuna’s eccentric and maniacal personality. Though she was usually an affable young girl, when it came to sword fighting, she completely transformed into a cold and daring warrior who showed no sympathy or mercy to her opponents.


      Asuna had received several proposals from those who saw potential in her future, but she had forced them all to battle her, stating that she didn’t want a man who was weaker than she was. The tale of how she had obliterated all of her suitors along with their proposals was quite well-known. It was rumored that she had become Princess Farah’s personal bodyguard following that incident, because her behavior had angered her brothers and parents.


      The Lenarutian nobles were flabbergasted. They couldn’t believe that their king was going to have the margrave’s son spar with such a terrifying girl. They were likely worried that this could end up causing a major issue between Lenarute and Magnolia.


      But despite the obvious concern among the nobles, one of the dark elves was sporting a wicked grin—Norris, of course. When he’d first heard Rhesis’s statement and that there would be a second match, he had been worried about what would happen next. Now, he was confident that Asuna would completely and thoroughly defeat the boy, giving him the traumatic experience that Norris had originally planned for him to face. Once Asuna won, he could also spread the rumor that the princess’s bodyguard had avenged the prince. Norris had no clue about the true extent of Reid’s capabilities, but this time he was confident that the boy would lose no matter what. On top of that, there was a very high chance that Asuna’s victory would only serve his aims.


      Just then, Elias spoke to the crowd once more. “Once Asuna and Sir Reid are ready, the second command performance shall commence.”


      Reid bowed to the king, then headed off to update his father on the current situation. Reiner maintained his usual scowl while listening to his son inform him that there would be a second match.


      As for his opponent, Asuna was summoned by Farah, and she disappeared back inside the royal residence. After seeing that Asuna had left, Norris also snuck away from the crowd.


    


  



  

    

      Asuna and Norris


      Asuna was inside the king’s residence and on her way to collect some wooden katanas. As a swordsman, she wanted to assess the margrave’s son for herself, since he was to wed the princess she served. She’d had no idea that such a wish would be granted so soon, and she couldn’t help but smile. At the same time, there was a seriousness in her eyes as she proceeded to select two swords.


      The first sword was of a standard length, and the second was relatively shorter, similar to a wakizashi. She tucked the wooden swords under her belt to carry them at her waist, then immediately turned around, sensing a presence. Behind her was a slightly elderly dark elf—Norris. Asuna was well aware of what sort of person he was, so naturally, she had no positive feelings toward him. Her brows furrowed slightly, and Norris returned a smile.


      “Lady Asuna Ranmark,” Norris greeted. “I am—”


      “I am aware, Lord Norris,” Asuna replied, interrupting the older elf. “How may I help you?”


      Though her interruption was ill-mannered, she preferred not to speak with him. Her lack of etiquette was to show that she wished to wrap up the conversation quickly.


      Norris appeared unbothered and continued to speak. “It is an honor to hear that you know of me. I would like to know your thoughts on Her Highness’s engagement.”


      “I merely serve Her Highness as a personal guard,” Asuna replied. “It is not my place to answer such a question.”


      The young bodyguard’s excitement about her upcoming match had been spoiled by the elder elf, leaving a bitter taste in her mouth. His simple statement was enough for Asuna to understand what was happening. Norris had likely come here to recruit her to his faction. Barely any time had passed since Rhesis had made his statement to the Lenarutian nobles, so he was quite brazen to approach her so soon. Asuna wanted to leave as quickly as possible, so she briskly walked past him.


      “I am actually quite close with your older brother, Lady Asuna,” Norris remarked as she passed him. “I have heard a lot about you from him.”


      Asuna gasped at the unexpected revelation and reflexively turned around to glare at Norris, who reacted with an undaunted smile.


      “I can facilitate a reconciliation between you and your brother,” he offered. “Additionally, I can also pull some strings to release you from your service to Her Highness. Not only would you be able to return to the Ranmark home with your head held high, but you would also no longer be forced to move to Magnolia with the princess. What do you think? It sounds like a good deal for you, no?”


      “What is your aim here?” Asuna hissed, glaring at him with open hostility.


      “Why, I simply wish for Her Highness to marry into the imperial family of Magnolia, for the sake of Lenarute’s future,” Norris replied in a nonchalant manner. He continued, slowly walking around Asuna to stand behind her. “Wouldn’t you agree that a princess would be wasted on the mere son of a margrave?” The elf placed his hand on the girl’s right shoulder and whispered into her ear, “A marriage into the core of the empire, the imperial family, is essential both to secure the future of this kingdom and for Lenarute to obtain more power. In the future, if the princess succeeds in bearing a child with imperial blood, our kingdom will come into even more power. We dark elves also have much longer lifespans than humans. Though it may be a small amount of power at first, in time, our princess’s influence in Magnolia will be enormous. When that happens, we will have the empire in the palm of our hands.”


      “I see...” Asuna responded, her expression relaxing a bit. “So, what do you want from me?”


      Norris smirked, thinking she’d fallen for the bait, and dramatically spread out his arms as he answered. “Your task is simple. All you must do is harm the margrave’s son and traumatize him. Then, you will secretly persuade him to step down as a suitor. If you can accomplish that, we will be able to handle the rest. If you are successful, I will work to deliver on the promises I made earlier. Can I count on your cooperation?”


      Asuna appeared to be thinking things over, after which she responded, “Before I answer that, I have a question for you. Were you the one who influenced His Highnesses’ behavior?”


      Norris hadn’t expected her to ask that, so he was stunned for a moment, but his smirk quickly reappeared. “Well...while His Highness may have been influenced by me, anything he said or did was based on a decision he made himself.”


      Asuna seemed satisfied with that answer and nodded affirmatively. Feeling that he’d turned the princess’s bodyguard, Norris’s smile grew wider.


      “Thank you for your understanding. Moving forward, I—”


      “Don’t be mistaken,” Asuna said, cutting the older elf off, her brows furrowed intensely as she glared daggers at him.


      “Pardon?”


      “I simply asked what your aim is, what you want from me, and whether you influenced His Highness. I never once said I would work with you.”


      “Wh-What did you say?!” Norris fumed at her unexpected response. “How dare you! Are you too foolish to see that accepting my generosity is for your own sake?! Do you wish to throw your life away for a mere princess, unable to return to your family or this kingdom?!”


      Asuna’s demeanor shifted upon hearing Norris’s words. She pulled out the wooden wakizashi tucked away at her waist and thrust the tip against Norris’s throat. The whole thing happened in an instant, and she showed no hesitation as she acted. Norris had no recourse left.


      “Shut your mouth...” Asuna growled. “My master is the princess of the Kingdom of Lenarute. I order you to take your statement back, as it was an insult to both Her Highness and me. I am Her Highness’s personal bodyguard, meaning I am protected by the crown. You should use that power-hungry mind of yours to think long and hard about what that means!”


      Norris was stunned by the realization. She was right—as a personal guard to a member of the royal family, not only did Asuna protect a royal but she also received protection from the crown. Technically, Asuna had more power than Norris.


      Upon realizing the meaning of her words, a grave expression appeared on the older elf’s face. “I-I apologize. I retract my previous statements...”


      Asuna maintained her glare and kept the point of her wooden katana pressed against the base of his throat. “You’ve had the wrong idea from the very start,” she remarked in a threatening tone. “I don’t have any regrets when it comes to the Ranmark family. When it comes to my brother, promising to keep him away from me would be a more enticing deal. I am proud to serve Her Highness as a personal bodyguard. If you understand, then never speak to me again!!!”


      “Urgh! I-I understand...”


      At Norris’s response, Asuna returned the sword to its spot at her waist. Once his throat was no longer being threatened, relief seemed to make Norris go limp, and he fell to the ground. Asuna watched, her glare still sharp as she looked at him with contempt.


      “This conversation never happened... Regardless of whether I overlook this indiscretion, you will eventually face punishment for your actions. You can keep pathetically flailing to avoid your fate.”


      With that final dismissal of the older elf, Asuna left. Norris was now alone, and it had settled in that though Asuna was the personal guard to the princess, he’d been outmaneuvered by a young girl, which made him tremble with rage. Even so, he was still smiling. Despite his failure, that girl was still going to fight the margrave’s son, which meant that Norris would succeed in traumatizing the boy. He faced the direction in which Asuna had taken off, grinning to himself.


      ◇


      Asuna’s mood had been spoiled, but thanks to that interaction, she’d gotten some great information from the man leading the opposition. She regretted that it had only been the two of them in that room, because if a third party had been present, that conversation would’ve been enough evidence to punish the older elf. Since they had been alone together, however, it was only her word against his.


      It had also worked in her favor that Norris had so casually spoken ill of the princess and Asuna herself, because it had given her the opportunity to be harsh with her response. Normally, she wouldn’t invoke the power of the crown as she had done with Norris.


      “That was a bit exhausting,” Asuna mumbled to herself with a deep sigh as she thought about the interaction that had just happened.


      Despite the unwanted interruption to her day, she still had a spring in her step. After all, she was getting the chance to test Reid Valdia’s skills for herself.


      “Sir Reid...” Asuna muttered under her breath, her eyes glimmering with anticipation. “It’s been a while since I’ve been this excited to face someone.”


    


  



  

    

      The Command Performance: Round Two


      “Can you explain yourself, Reid?”


      It had been decided that I would be participating in a second match. While I was waiting for Asuna to get ready, I had come to see my father so I could report to him what had happened. Unfortunately for me, his scowl was even more intense than usual, a vein in his temple was twitching, and he had a deep frown. In other words, he was fuming with anger.


      I pretended to not notice his irritation as I began to explain. I told him everything that had happened, only leaving out the part about Rhesis insulting my mother and the Valdia Mark. My father’s anger transformed into exasperation, and he let out a heavy sigh.


      “That’s why I’m always telling you to keep your cards closer to your chest, you fool...”


      “I do not believe I have any cards so significant that they require hiding,” I replied.


      For some reason, my father was stunned by my response. I could hear stifled laughter coming from Diana and Rubens, who were standing by, and their shoulders shook up and down as they tried to maintain their composure.


      You guys are pretty rude.


      My father gathered himself, looked me straight in the eyes, and spoke in a voice slightly tinged with anger. “This is a rare opportunity you have. Don’t hold back. Show them how strong you are.”


      “Yes, father.”


      Even my father, who always remained composed, couldn’t help but be furious knowing that terrible rumors were being spread about his son. Our two knights standing by were also upset about the gossip, and they similarly instructed me to spare no effort.


      We continued to engage in friendly conversation as we waited for my opponent. While we were talking, someone called out to me from behind.


      “Do you have a moment, Sir Reid?”


      I turned around to see that it was Farah’s voice. Asuna hadn’t returned yet, and it felt strange to see the princess alone like this.


      “Of course, Your Highness. What can I do for you?”


      “Um...”


      “Yes?”


      Farah seemed quite nervous, and I couldn’t figure out what was troubling her. After a few moments, she seemed to have made up her mind.


      “I believe I can trust you, Sir Reid, but even so, I would like you to promise me that out of respect for me, you will overlook anything Asuna says or does during the match!”


      “I’m sorry?”


      She’s worried about Asuna’s behavior? Where is this coming from? I don’t really care about that sort of thing...


      I was confused by the princess’s request, but there was sincerity and desperation in her voice and eyes, which were looking up at me from below. Her ears were also drooping slightly.


      Oh, that’s so cute... Wait, I’m getting distracted.


      “Very well,” I replied with a nod. “I will not pay any mind to anything Lady Asuna says or does. Please let her know that she can be assured of that.”


      Farah’s expression of desperation transformed into a beaming smile, and her ears began wiggling up and down.


      She’s so cute... Now that I think about it, she’s the only dark elf I’ve seen whose ears move.


      Curious, I decided to ask the princess about that. “Your Highness, if I may ask... Your ears—”


      “Ahem!” Diana interrupted. “It is impolite to ask a dark elf woman about her ears, Sir Reid, so I will have to advise you to refrain from asking that question.”


      Normally, it would be considered rude of her to interject like that, but that didn’t apply to situations where she was keeping me from making a social blunder. As if to prove that Diana had done the right thing, Farah turned bright red and covered her ears with her hands, seeming quite flustered.


      I think I did something really bad.


      “I’m terribly sorry about that, Your Highness,” I said, immediately apologizing. “Please forgive my ignorance.” I ended my apology by bowing my head.


      “Th-That’s all right, Sir Reid,” Farah insisted, slightly panicked. “Um, please raise your head.”


      At her words, I lifted my head and saw that she was still a bit flustered. Farah cleared her throat, and though she still seemed embarrassed, she regained her composure and smiled.


      “Thank you very much for your promise, Sir Reid. When Asuna is fighting, or rather, I should say when she has a sword in her hand, she can become quite brash. That demeanor causes her to be misunderstood, which is why I wanted to ask for your forgiveness ahead of time.”


      “I see. I can actually get quite brash myself when I am training in martial arts, so I understand. You have nothing to be concerned about, Your Highness.”


      Farah seemed to cheer up some more, and her ears began wiggling again. I felt overcome with a desire to touch them.


      “Thank you very much, Sir Reid,” the princess happily responded. “I’m sure Asuna will be glad to hear that as well. I shall excuse myself now.” She bowed, then returned to the audience seating.


      I still had a question on my mind, so I turned to my maid for an answer. “Hey, Diana. Why do dark elves’ ears move?”


      “No matter what your reasoning is, you should never try to expose a woman’s secrets. Isn’t that right, Sir Reiner? Rubens?”


      I looked at both of them, but I couldn’t tell from their expressions whether they knew what she was talking about. Rubens seemed to be intimidated by Diana’s imposing aura, and he nodded silently. Even my father seemed intimidated by her, and he hadn’t said a single word.


      Maybe Diana’s a lot more impressive than I thought...


      “All right,” I exasperatedly muttered. “I won’t ask any more questions about this matter, okay?”


      “That is wonderful to hear, Sir Reid,” Diana replied, grinning from ear to ear.


      I guess I won’t get to know the meaning behind Farah’s moving ears... Maybe one day I’ll get an opportunity to find out, I thought, deciding to not give it any more thought.


      After that, I moved to the center of the training grounds and began doing warm-up exercises while waiting for Asuna to arrive. Moments later, my opponent stepped out of the king’s residence and proceeded to head straight toward me. Her footing was light, and she didn’t appear to be nervous at all. Once she was in front of me, she bowed and smiled.


      “Please allow me to formally introduce myself, Sir Reid. I am Asuna Ranmark, bodyguard to Her Highness, Princess Farah Lenarute. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


      “It is my pleasure as well,” I replied. “I’d like to also formally introduce myself. I am Reid Valdia, son of Margrave Reiner Valdia.” I bowed back to her, and upon raising my head, I couldn’t help but stare at her a bit, since I was looking at her up close.


      Asuna was dressed a black military uniform, similar to the kind seen in Japan at the beginning of the Meiji period. As far as I could tell, she was the only female dark elf dressed in the uniform. The top was reminiscent of a suit, and she even had a collared shirt and tie. On her bottom half, she wore black pants and knee-high boots. She also had a peaked military hat, and her long, pink hair with red streaks running through it was in a braid. Upon noticing my gaze, she looked at me suspiciously with her green eyes.


      “Is something wrong?” Asuna asked.


      “No, I just realized that I haven’t seen any other women dressed in the same uniform as you, so I couldn’t help but stare.”


      “I see. It’s true that not many women are clad in this uniform,” she responded, looking down at her own clothes as if to inspect them, then she returned her gaze to me. “Her Highness informed me that you would pay no mind to my behavior during our match. I appreciate your consideration.”


      “It’s really not a problem,” I assured her. “My mouth can also be a bit foul when I’m training or fighting.”


      “Really?” Asuna replied with a chuckle. “I must say, you possess extraordinary talent, Sir Reid. Your match against His Highness was quite impressive. To be able to use Physical Enhancement at your age is an incredible feat.”


      “Oh, you could tell?”


      It was only after I’d admitted defeat that I’d realized my use of Physical Enhancement could have been considered foul play. A slightly nervous look appeared on my face, which Asuna reacted to with an amused smile.


      “There’s no need to be worried, Sir Reid. It was only a handful of people who noticed. Even if that weren’t the case, doing so did not violate any rules. His Highness was simply too inexperienced to notice your use of Physical Enhancement.”


      “That’s good to hear,” I said, letting out a sigh of relief.


      Just thinking about the people working against me trying to use that as a reason to find fault with me made me exhausted.


      The very next moment, Asuna’s smile disappeared, and she adopted a serious look. “I would like to see your full strength, which includes the use of skills like Physical Enhancement! Don’t hold anything back, Sir Reid!”


      The air around her completely changed, and I felt a familiar sense of anxiety—I was sensing her bloodlust. It was nothing to worry about compared to the intimidating bloodlust my father emitted, but I was still surprised, since I hadn’t expected her to so overtly exhibit bloodlust toward the noble of a foreign country. Perhaps this sort of behavior was what Farah had been referring to when she mentioned Asuna’s brashness while fighting.


      There was a valiance to her that I never would’ve imagined she possessed just moments ago. My expression tensed slightly, and I took a combat stance, holding my wooden katana with both hands and staring her right in her eyes. Asuna seemed pleased that my demeanor had changed as well, and she flashed me a roguish smile.


      “That’s wonderful, Sir Reid,” she said. She began chuckling, which then grew into boisterous laughter. “You are absolutely wonderful!!!”


      For some reason, she was impressed that I remained undaunted by her bloodlust and had raised my sword. She proceeded to casually pull out the two wooden swords she had tucked around her waist. In her left hand was a shorter wakizashi-style wooden katana. In her right was a regular wooden katana. From the way she held them, I could tell that she used no unnecessary strength in each of her movements.


      “Isn’t it a bit much to suddenly come at me with two swords?” I remarked in exasperation while maintaining my stance.


      “You’ll have to forgive me,” she said with a menacing chuckle. “I’ve been instructed by Her Highness to engage in this match with everything I have...”
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      She’s definitely lying...


      Even with my limited knowledge, I knew that Farah would never say something like that to Asuna.


      Just then, Elias’s voice rang through the air. “You both appear prepared to begin! Therefore, let the second match commence!!!”


      Asuna had a fearless smile on her face as she took a stance with her two wooden swords in her hands. Opposing her was me, standing ready with my lone sword. The air was much tenser than one would expect for a command performance, and the crowd held their breath.


      With the king’s words, the match began. The princess’s bodyguard continued standing still, her shorter sword in her left hand and the standard sword in her right. Her grip on her swords was relaxed, and she still had a faint smile on her face. As for me, I was waiting to see what she might do and holding on to my sword with both hands while staring straight ahead at her.


      The first to move was Asuna. “Here I come!” she declared. She crossed her arms in front of her chest, holding her swords behind her.


      As her change in stance was registering in my brain, I heard her kicking off the ground, the sound echoing across the battlefield. At the same exact time, and in a blink of the eye, Asuna disappeared from my field of vision.


      “What?!”


      The very next moment, I heard the faint sound of her kicking off the ground to my left. I turned to look in that direction, and Asuna was there, maintaining the same stance she had been in earlier. She had somehow managed to instantly get in my blind spot.


      “Shoot!” I immediately felt that I was in danger, and I quickly shifted my focus to dodging.


      Asuna maintained the same stance and, just as I’d expected, attacked from my flank. The wooden swords that had been held out behind her crossed in front of her as she swung them down at me. Luckily, focusing on dodging had worked out, and I just managed to evade her attack. Because I’d dodged her, Asuna now had her back facing me, and I used that opportunity to strike.


      “You’re wide open!” I shouted.


      She simply smirked, then leaped high up into the air and flipped around, landing behind me.


      “Huh?!”


      That maneuver had come out of left field, and I was left speechless. I was completely stunned by how easily she could speed up and slow down. In contrast to my surprise, Asuna seemed like she was thoroughly enjoying herself. She’d lost her hat when she’d flipped through the air, which quietly landed on the ground.


      “I’ve never seen someone perform a moonsault before,” I remarked.


      Asuna started chuckling, which erupted into laughter in the same manner as before. “You’re incredible, Sir Reid! There aren’t many people who can actually react to moves like that!”


      The change in her tone was quite obvious now, which reminded me of Farah’s request prior to the match.


      This is what she was worried about! I thought, my eyes widening in surprise as that thought sank in.


      Asuna noticed the change in my expression, and she flashed me another roguish smile. “Why are you surprised? You don’t care what I say, right?”


      “That’s right, but I’m still a little surprised by how different you are. I don’t mind it, though.”


      “I appreciate that, Sir Reid,” she said, chuckling.


      We now had a bit more distance between us and were facing each other.


      ◇


      The mere moments of combat they had witnessed left the audience with their mouths gaping. Asuna was impressive, of course, but they were equally stunned by how the boy was keeping up with her.


      Rhesis’s words had been true. The current match taking place made it clear that the Magnolian boy significantly outclassed the prince. Even those who didn’t want to had no choice but to acknowledge that fact. The audience understood that the two sparring in front of them were swordsmen with skill levels that far exceeded what was normal for their ages.


      The audience watched the match with gazes of both respect and fear. Naturally, the only reason the combatants were able to move in such strenuous ways was that they were using Physical Enhancement. Using magic made it sound easy, but being able to use that spell required a high level of training in both magic and martial arts. In other words, the young swordsmen were both powerful fighters who had gone through that much training.


      ◇


      Asuna and I both got into new stances while staring right at each other. This time, I was the first to make a move. I kept my eyes locked on her as I walked clockwise around her. Asuna smirked and also began walking clockwise. We maintained eye contact, the distance between us staying the same as we gradually increased our speed. Eventually, we were both running, and because we were moving in circles with Physical Enhancement activated, a dust cloud began to form around us.


      I used the obstruction of the sand kicked into the air to launch my attack on Asuna, but she had a smirk on her face and was waiting for me. The next moment, our wooden swords clashed, and the sound of repeated heavy blows rang out across the training grounds.


      Because of all of the dust in the air, the audience likely couldn’t see what was happening. Eventually, the sounds faded and the dust settled. Once the field was clear again, Asuna and I appeared in the middle of the circle we’d been traveling in with our wooden blades locked. The air filled with the sound of the audience stirring.


      Asuna had crossed both her swords to stop the strike I delivered. Our blades were locked, and I felt a bead of nervous sweat roll down my cheek.


      “Couldn’t you go a little easier on me?” I asked with an exasperated look on my face.


      “That would require disobeying Her Highness’s orders,” Asuna replied with a jovial chuckle.


      The light in her eyes was gradually fading—she was likely becoming more and more focused on the match. I could tell that once she was fully in fighting mode, I wouldn’t be able to beat her. She was more experienced, more skilled, and more flexible. She outclassed me in every area. Despite that, I still found myself wanting to win.


      “You’re strong, Asuna. You’re stronger than me, but even so, I don’t want to give in to defeat so easily!”


      “How wonderful, Sir Reid!” Asuna bellowed. “You’re absolutely fascinating! Let’s see how you react to this!!!”


      She relaxed her blades and leaned back. The unexpected movement made me lose my balance and nearly fall forward.


      “Huh?!”


      As her torso fell backward, I saw something coming from below toward my face—it was Asuna’s foot, and she was delivering a kick.


      “Urgh!”


      I immediately stopped Asuna’s kick from landing with my sword, then used that force to do a backflip and jump out of the way. Asuna was still standing in the same spot, staring at me with an undaunted smile. I held my sword out in front of me, a stern look on my face, which was unusual for me.


      “First a moonsault, and now a somersault kick... You’re pretty light on your feet, aren’t you? Also, a kick feels excessive, no?”


      “I knew you could dodge it, Sir Reid.”


      “You really are strong, Asuna. That’s why I’m going to use everything I have!”


      “You have more cards to play? You’re definitely good at keeping me entertained!!!”


      Asuna was trembling, but it was definitely out of excitement and not fear.


      I seriously didn’t expect her to kick me.


      I was in complete awe of her skills while also exhilarated in a way I had never been when training with Rubens or my father. I was having fun. She was definitely stronger than me, but I didn’t feel overwhelmingly outmatched like I did when sparring with them. Fighting against her felt like victory was out of reach but still within sight. That was why I was going to use every tool I had.


      Measure Mana, I chanted in my head, silently measuring both our mana levels.




      Self: 5,480


      Asuna: 2,200




      As I’d expected, my overall mana levels were much higher than hers, perhaps because of my regular magic training. Asuna’s levels were likely lower because she’d increased her mana capacity solely through the use of Physical Enhancement while practicing her sword fighting, which was an extraordinary feat in its own right.


      Her remaining mana level was high enough to cause concern, but if I wanted to use this difference in our stores to beat her, then I would have to drag the match out and wait for her mana to get low. Doing so meant fending off her powerful strikes for an extended period of time. It would be like going through the same thing that Rhesis had experienced with me. I held my wooden sword upright next to the right side of my face and put my left leg forward, taking the kendo stance of hasso-no-kamae.


      “I guess what goes around comes around,” I mumbled to myself.


      Judging from the speed at which Asuna charged at me at the beginning of the match, it was probably unwise to create distance between us, so I kicked off the ground and launched myself toward her. Seeing me actively leap into her attack range made Asuna smile.


      “We’re engaging in close combat next?! What incredible resolve! I love it!!!”


      Closing the distance between us, I swung my sword down at her, which Asuna blocked with the sword in her left hand. She proceeded to launch a counterattack with the one in her right hand. I dodged it and fell back before launching another strike. Our swords violently collided, the repeated sound of wood striking wood endlessly filling the air.


      ◇


      What had been intended as a simple sparring match for show had transformed into an awe-inspiring martial arts demonstration. Before they knew it, the audience had become captivated by the match, and they couldn’t look away for even a moment.


      Among that crowd was Farah, who was quietly cheering the fighters on. “Do your best!” she cheered under her breath. “I wish you both the best!!!”


      Those who heard the princess’s quiet words of encouragement became aware of what the initial purpose of this match was and grew embarrassed about their current behavior. They were reminded that the two fighters were swordsmen who fought with a genuine desire to test their skills.


      Across history were several battles where those fighting carried the determination and hopes of their people, which led them to move the hearts of those outside the battlefield. The same phenomenon was happening at this moment with this command performance.


      “Win for us, Lady Asuna!!!” one noble shouted after hearing the princess’s words. “Show Magnolia what Lenarutian pride looks like!!!”


      Perhaps it was unbecoming to say such a thing as a Lenarutian noble in this diplomatic setting, but no one reprimanded him. In fact, the noble’s emotions spread throughout the crowd, and their feelings were delivered to the two fighters in the form of more cheers.


      “You can do it, Lady Asuna!!! Give the empire a taste of Lenarutian swordsmanship!!!”


      “You’re both doing great!!!”


      “What an incredible display of swordsmanship!!! You are the ultimate swordsman, Lady Asuna!!!”


      In the blink of an eye, a giant wave of passion and enthusiasm filled the air. At this point, not a single noble watching believed in the horrible rumors that had been spread not long ago.


      Reiner’s stern expression had slightly relaxed thanks to this change in the atmosphere. The next moment, Rubens approached him in a formal manner.


      “Sir Reiner, may I cheer for Sir Reid as well?” the knight asked.


      “Go ahead.”


      “Thank you. Would you like to cheer as well, my lord?”


      Reiner fell silent for a moment before responding, “I have my position to consider.”


      Diana and Rubens both let out wry chuckles in response, then they turned to the field and began cheering for Reid.


      “This is your chance to show the results of your daily training, Sir Reid!!!” Rubens shouted. “Think about your training with both Sir Reiner and me!!!”


      “Sir Reid, please show everyone the full extent of the Valdia family’s strength!!!” Diana cheered.


      As the two knights cheered loudly, Reiner muttered quietly to himself, “Win. There is no way my son would lose.”


      While watching this match, Rhesis was forced to acknowledge just how pathetic and shameful his behavior during his match had been. Tears of frustration streamed down his face as he lamented not being able to be fighting like the bodyguard and Magnolian were doing.


      Liesel saw her son crying, and she sensed the regret he was feeling. “I understand your frustration,” she said in a kind voice. “However, instead of bottling those feelings inside of yourself, you should put them into words and cheer for Asuna. She will surely fulfill your hopes.”


      “Mother...” Rhesis wiped his tears off with his sleeve, then he raised his voice in support of Asuna. “Win for us, Lady Asuna!!! Win for all of us!!!”


      Lenarute and Magnolia’s true relationship was a secret from most, and on the surface, they were simply allies. Despite this, even those who didn’t know of the secret arrangement between the countries had felt that the kingdom was no match for the empire, which had filled the people of Lenarute with gloom. Such feelings were likely how Norris and his people had been able to take advantage of other Lenarutians. Currently, such feelings of inferiority were driving the Lenarutian nobles to empathize even more deeply with Asuna, although Asuna herself was likely paying no mind to any of that.


      Elias had noticed the change in atmosphere, but he intentionally remained silent, watching the match with an impassioned gaze.


      ◇


      The nobles viewing our match began cheering, and Asuna let out a chuckle.


      “Looks like we’ve caused quite a commotion,” she remarked.


      “Urgh!!!”


      We were in the middle of exchanging blows, but I didn’t have the bandwidth to talk like Asuna did. Her two swords were too much of a threat, and the strikes delivered from each side felt exponentially heightened by her Physical Enhancement and skilled swordsmanship. The way she swung her sword was flexible yet firm. Her two blades sliced through the air like raging streams, moving in different directions, both of them sharp, heavy and aggressive in their attacks.


      I couldn’t focus all of my attention on her swords, because she was also making use of physical maneuvers, especially kicks. I felt like I was fighting a shape-shifter, and I couldn’t find any opening to attack her. I’d been solely focused on defending myself, stuck in this tough situation. As we continued to clash swords, I desperately tried to focus like she was doing.


      What can I do? How do I keep up with her?! Think, Reid! You’ve got to think and move at the same time!


      In order to keep up with Asuna’s movements, I would have to move even more efficiently than I usually did in my training. I had to evade her attacks in a way where I was only dodging by the skin of my teeth and searching for the single moment of opportunity to strike back. I kept doing that, over and over, and eventually Asuna looked surprised. She created some distance between us before flashing me a fearless and enthusiastic smile.


      “I feel both shock and admiration,” she remarked. “You’re courageous enough that you don’t fear my dual blades, and you come within a hair’s breadth of my attacks. You’ve also got the exceptional swordsmanship of someone who’s actually fought in real battles. As rude as it is for me to say, Prince Rhesis lacks far too much skill to fight you.”


      “You’ve also got way more skill than someone would expect for a princess’s bodyguard,” I responded. “I’m honored to be praised by someone as exceptional as you. But I know people stronger than you. I can’t be losing to you when my teachers overpower you!!!”


      Asuna was indeed strong, but I didn’t feel that difference in skill level between us like I did when facing my father or Rubens. I glanced over at my father and the others while taking a moment to catch my breath, then I turned back to face my opponent.


      Asuna looked over at the audience as well, then gasped as if she realized something. It looked like something had clicked for her, and she suddenly burst into laughter. “I see,” she said between laughs. “You say that you’re being taught by people who are more powerful than me? I had no idea you were under the instruction of such skilled swordsmen, Sir Reid! Very well! In that case, I should get a little more serious!!!”


      Asuna’s aura grew even more intimidating as an undaunted smile spread across her face. According to her, she hadn’t even used her full strength yet, even though I’d been desperately trying to keep up with her.


      I gave her a sharp glare and exclaimed, as if to rile myself up, “If you won’t make a move, then I’ll come to you!!!”


      “You remain fearless in the face of such intimidation? I shouldn’t expect any less from the son of the most powerful swordsman in the empire! Come and get me!!!”


      Determined to face Asuna’s crazed strikes once more, I kicked off the ground and charged toward the bodyguard.


      This match was the first time I’d gotten an idea of where my skill level was compared to the rest of the world, but I had also become painfully aware of something else. After being forced to focus solely on defense, I learned that my earlier assessment was completely off the mark. I’d thought that I would only lose to Asuna if she fought at her full strength, but my loss was decided by a much more fundamental issue. At this point in time, it was nearly impossible for me to beat her in a test of swordsmanship.


      Generally speaking, it was said that using two swords would not help someone win, because two single-handed swords couldn’t withstand the force of one two-handed sword. The same applied when attacking with two swords. However, in Asuna’s case, her use of Physical Enhancement made it so that her two swords were each as powerful as my single two-handed sword. On top of that, she was skilled in physical martial arts and even attacked with her legs, so I was vastly outnumbered in the number of attacks I could launch.


      With every one strike of my wooden katana, I would be countered with the swords in her left and right hands, and sometimes with a kick as well—that was a total of two to three attacks for every one of mine. It was an attack pattern reminiscent of the final boss in that famous video game Drake Quest.


      I had one other concern about this match, which turned out to be quite valid.


      Our swords suddenly clashed with even more intensity than the previous collisions, and the sound reverberated across the battlefield. Asuna and I both created some distance between us while maintaining our battle stances.


      “Dammit,” I grumbled in between heavy breaths.


      “What’s wrong, Sir Reid? Are we done already?”


      What I’d been worried about was the amount of mana used by activating Physical Enhancement.




      Self: 1,640


      Asuna: 1,900




      I’d started out with a lot more mana, yet the tables had turned. The amount of mana consumed through Physical Enhancement varied depending on the user’s current status and how practiced they were. You could perhaps say that with experience, people learned to consume less mana. This was something I’d experienced when training with my father.


      Though we were both using the same spell, Asuna had years more experience using it than I did. I’d only just barely learned this spell, and this was my first time ever fighting someone outside of my training sessions. As a result, I’d used up much more mana than I would have expected to.


      Even in a battle of endurance, I wouldn’t be able to win. In that case, there was only one thing left for me to do. I took a deep breath, then I raised my sword above my head.


      “I will put everything I have left into this next strike. Will you accept it, Asuna?”


      “Very well! Let me see your final blow, Sir Reid!!!”


      Even the audience seemed to notice that the atmosphere around us had changed. They could tell that everything was hanging on this next attack, and they all held their breaths. The cheers subsided, and everyone fell silent.


      “Here I come!!!”


      I kicked off the ground and charged right at her. I swung my sword straight down, and Asuna crossed her two swords, striking back. The moment our wooden blades collided, a dull and heavy sound filled the air, and my katana broke into pieces. Asuna looked proud of her victory and smiled.


      “Looks like this is the end, Sir Re—”


      “I’m not done yet!!!”


      I’d been waiting for this moment. The moment someone became sure of their victory, their guard dropped. I had set my hopes on this single moment of opportunity. I tossed aside my broken sword and closed in on Asuna, grabbing her to fling her onto the ground.


      “You really are incredible, Sir Reid...”


      As her voice registered in my ears, my field of vision spun despite the fact that I’d moved to fling her, and I ended up landing softly on my back.


      “Urgh!!!”


      “This is really the end now, right, Sir Reid?”


      “Seems like it...”


      Unfortunately, my last resort of trying to toss her onto the ground had been countered quite easily. I looked to the side and saw that the two swords she’d been using were on the ground, rolling away. She’d likely gotten rid of them as soon as I’d closed in on her to fling her over.


      “You’re way too strong, Asuna!” I exclaimed.


      At the same exact time, Elias’s dignified voice rang through the air.


      “The victor in this match is Asuna Ranmark!!!”


      Upon hearing the king’s declaration, the Lenarutian nobles began roaring with thunderous cheers.


    


  



  

    

      A Break


      “The victor in this match is Asuna Ranmark!!!” Elias cheered in a booming voice.


      The king’s declaration was followed by enthusiastic applause from the Lenarutian nobles directed to us both.


      I was lying on the ground, my limbs spread out like a starfish. Asuna walked over to help me up, which prompted the audience to roar with excitement once more. I felt a bit ticklish about all of the passionate praise.


      “This is pretty incredible,” I remarked to Asuna. “I’m feeling a little embarrassed.”


      “It’s been a while since there’s been such an invigorating match. I’m truly grateful to you, Sir Reid.” With that, she bowed with gratitude. The polite manner in which was behaving now made it seem like I’d imagined the bloodthirsty atmosphere from our battle.


      I smiled and said, “By the way, I’m sure we’ll have opportunities to train or spar together again, so the same understanding as today will hold. You won’t have to worry about your behavior around me.”


      “You’d like to spar with me again?” she asked, looking quite surprised. Her shock faded into a smile of genuine happiness. “I would very much like that.”


      I focused a bit more on the cheers coming from the audience and was surprised to learn that they weren’t all for Asuna—there were also a significant number of people praising me.


      “That was an incredible display of martial skill from you both, Sir Reid and Lady Asuna!!!”


      “This match will go down in the history of this kingdom!!!”


      There were all sorts of commendations being shouted from the crowd. I had been desperately fighting Asuna with everything I had, but to those watching, our match had looked like a performance.


      The next moment, a soldier ran up to where we were in the middle of the training grounds. “His Majesty requests your presence, Sir Reid, Lady Asuna.”


      “Understood,” we both replied, nodding. “We will head there right away.”


      We took off, forgetting about and leaving the wooden swords we had been fighting with at the training grounds.


      ◇


      We arrived at the veranda, where King Elias and the nobles of Lenarute were watching, and Farah scurried up front to meet us.


      “Asuna! Sir Reid! Your match was so intense! I was so captivated!!! You, um, may have lost, Sir Reid, but the fact that you were able to keep up with Asuna like that was absolutely remarkable!” Farah was probably quite excited, because her ears were jumping up and down as she spoke.


      Seeing them move like that really makes me want to touch them.


      I suppressed those urges and bowed before saying, “Thank you very much, Your Highness. To hear that you enjoyed the match is an honor. I must say, Lady Asuna is extraordinarily strong. However, I will not be outperformed forever. I’m going to do my best so that I don’t lose next time!”


      I’d been keeping eye contact with the princess while speaking to her, but at the very end, I glanced over at Asuna. She noticed my gaze and gave me a pleased smile.


      “I will be looking forward to you challenging me once more, Sir Reid,” the bodyguard replied. “However, I also do not plan to lose so easily to you.”


      Asuna and I continued staring at each other for a bit, which we both found amusing for some reason, and then we burst into laughter. I couldn’t describe the exact emotion I was feeling, but I found myself having fun and naturally wanting to laugh. Farah seemed confused and tilted her head.


      Asuna and I finally made our way to King Elias, and we knelt in front of him while keeping our heads down.


      The king looked at both of us and spoke in a booming voice loud enough for everyone to hear. “Sir Reid! Asuna! You both gave a performance that showed remarkable martial skill. I believe I speak for everyone here when I say that a command performance has never stirred our hearts in the way that your match did. If anyone here is still dissatisfied by the outcome of these matches or Sir Reid’s skill, speak now!!!”


      No one spoke up. While the king seemed pleased, there was one man near him who was scowling. It was Norris, and the king teasingly directed his attention to the elder elf.


      “You have no complaints, do you, Norris? Do you acknowledge Sir Reid’s skills?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty...” Norris replied in a heavy, low voice. There was an indescribable level of frustration seeping out of him, which seemed to please Elias.


      The whole interaction made me understand how the king likely felt about Norris. But it didn’t seem like the sly elf was going to let the king beat him so easily.


      “Sir Reid has incredible skill,” Norris continued. “Since we have come this far, I suggest we ask to see his abilities in magic as well.”


      Elias furrowed his brows, and sensing the menacing tension in the air, I cautiously raised my hand.


      “Your Highness, may I have permission to speak?”


      “Hm? What is it, Sir Reid?”


      I raised my head and said, “I would be happy to showcase my magic as Sir Norris suggested, but I would like to humbly ask for Your Highness’s permission to rest first. I find myself a bit worn from my match with Lady Asuna.”


      If I were to let them argue this out, they would likely end up asking me to perform magic for them right away. I wasn’t completely drained of mana, but I was indeed exhausted, so I was trying to be proactive about securing myself a break.


      “Very well. If that is your wish, Sir Reid, then so be it. After a period of rest, he will showcase his magic for us. Is that satisfactory?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Norris responded with a bitter look.


      “In that case, let us retire for a short break,” the king announced.


      Elias stood up from his seat and headed into the royal residence. I stood up and headed to my father and the knights to report back to them about my match.


      Once the members of the royal family left the veranda, Norris briskly headed for an isolated area. No one seemed to notice that someone had been following the elder elf’s movements with his eyes.


      ◇


      Norris was alone and summoned the shadow figure in a panic. Various questions were swirling in his head: Why did his plans keep backfiring? Had he been wrong to use Rhesis as a disposable pawn? Had planning the command performance in the first place been a mistake?


      The last question was likely not of concern, since it had been the second command performance that had delivered the killing blow to his scheme. Before that second match, Norris had gone around spreading terrible things about the Magnolian boy, but any negative impression he’d established had been wiped away by the boy’s performance. To make matters worse, the malice he’d directed at the boy was now being directed back at him.


      There was no way that someone cruel who took pleasure in hurting others would have fought so bravely and honorably against someone stronger than them. If the Magnolian had truly been as sadistic as the rumors had suggested, then Asuna Ranmark would have delivered divine punishment onto him.


      It couldn’t be any clearer whom the people should believe and who had been acting with ill intent. Now that they were aware that Norris had been spreading unsavory rumors, the Lenarutian nobles had grown contemptuous of the elder elf. As a result, Norris had lost nearly all of the power he’d gained with those outside his faction.


      “Evil be to him who evil thinks,” the shadowy figure remarked.


      “Stop with that nonsense!” Norris snapped. “Everything I did was based upon advice from your people. If I’m done for, then so are you all!!!” Though he was keeping his voice down, there was clear rage in the elf’s tone.


      The shadowy figure squinted and, in an exasperated voice, remarked, “You seem to be misunderstanding something.”


      “What?!”


      “The only reason we agreed to help you was because you had influence and the ability to rally the opposition. You’ve currently lost one of those abilities. We may have given you advice, but you’re in this position as a result of your own actions. Do you take us for fools?”


      An arm extended out of the shadow, grasping Norris’s neck and squeezing. He hadn’t been expecting such an attack, and his eyes widened with surprise as he began to struggle.


      “Augh! Wh-What are you doing!!!”


      “I’ll tell you once more: You’ve got the wrong idea here. You aren’t using us—we’re using you. You’d better work hard to avoid ending up as a disposable pawn.”


      The shadowy figure glared at Norris, its voice completely emotionless as it seemed to be watching the elf struggle. Norris appeared to be approaching his limit, but just as he was about to lose consciousness, the figure let go of his throat. He fell to the ground and began coughing and gasping for air.


      “Gah! Augh! Ack!!!”


      The figure looked down at the elf from above and whispered to itself, “Perhaps this is the end for you.”


      A hand extended out of the shadow once more, and Norris was too busy gasping for air to notice. Just as the figure was about to reach the elf, it noticed the presence of someone else, and it froze.


      “Hmph. You’ve got the luck of the devil... You’d best not forget that we are the ones using you.”


      “Urgh!!!” The realization that he had been taken advantage of all this time filled Norris with a sense of indescribable humiliation. “How dare you! You’re nothing but a mere shadow...”


      Forced to acknowledge the harsh truth, he had no way to retaliate than to curse the figure. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a voice called out to the elder elf.


      “You seem to be in quite a bit of trouble, Norris. Would you like some help?”


      Norris was surprised by the voice and quickly stood up. He turned to face the person who’d spoken to him, and a grin spread across his face.


      Things aren’t over for me yet, he thought. This is a sign from the heavens! There’s still work that I must do!!!


      The unexpected ally made Norris feel confident that his luck hadn’t run out just yet.


    


  



  

    

      Reid’s Fury


      After my match with Asuna, I regrouped with my father, Rubens, and Diana. The two knights both praised my efforts, congratulating me on what a wonderful match it had been. I couldn’t help but smile with joy at their compliments.


      My father’s stone-cold expression was the same as usual, but his words were surprisingly kind. “It was impressive that you were able to keep up as much as you did with that swordsman,” he said. “I knew you would do well, my son.”


      “Thank you, father.”


      He put his hand on my head and began tussling my hair. It was a bit embarrassing, but it also made me incredibly happy. It had been decided that we would be getting a break, so I took several of the mana recovery capsules that I’d gotten from Sandra before the trip. Even though the capsule form was flavorless, it made me feel like I was eating something terrible, so I used the candies I’d gotten from Kris to cleanse my palette.


      My father, who’d been quietly watching me, suddenly spoke up. “Next will be a show of magic. Don’t go too far. You’ve already shown plenty of skill. Just cast a simple spell and wrap it up quickly.”


      “Yes, father,” I replied with a nod. “I’m not very fond of showing off my magic, so that was my plan as well.”


      Sandra had always encouraged me to break convention, but I didn’t want to stand out more than I already had on this trip.


      Just then, I noticed two dark elves making their way toward us. It was Farah and Asuna.


      I wonder what brings them here...


      As they drew closer, a bashful expression appeared on Farah’s face. “Sir Reid, um, would you please accept this drink?” the princess asked.


      “Hm? What’s this?”


      “It is a common tea in Lenarute,” she explained. “I hoped you might like it...”


      The tea she handed me had a green hue and familiar aroma. As soon as it clicked, I reflexively reacted to the nostalgic beverage.


      “Is this ryokucha?”


      “You’re familiar with this tea, Sir Reid?”


      “What? Oh, um, yes, I am. I learned about it before coming here,” I responded with a smile. “Thank you so much. I’ll have some right away.”


      I accepted the green tea from the princess and took a sip. The hint of bitterness and the unique aroma felt quite soothing, and I couldn’t stop my face from relaxing as I let out a contented exhale. My reaction prompted people to tease me for being cute.


      We spent the rest of the break engaged in friendly conversation, and eventually, King Elias called out to me.


      “I’d like to get started with the next event, Sir Reid,” he said. “Is that all right with you?”


      “Yes, Your Majesty,” I responded, then I returned to the center of the field where I’d had my sparring match with Asuna. I scanned my surroundings and saw that targets used for spell-casting practice, which hadn’t been there earlier, were now on the field.


      I guess I just have to hit the bull’s-eye on those targets.


      Just as that thought popped into my mind, an unexpected character appeared at my side: Norris was here. First there’d been the kerfuffle in the royal residence, then the matches against Prince Rhesis and Asuna, and now he wanted me to show him my magic. He really was persistent, to the point that I was almost impressed. But I couldn’t respect him while I still resented him for making the prince insult my mother.


      If all it takes to get payback is casting a few spells, then that’s a pretty good deal.


      With that thought in my mind, I looked into Norris’s eyes. With me—the very person who had ruined several of his plans already—standing right in front of him, he couldn’t fully hide his boiling rage. Upon noticing my gaze, he further suppressed his emotions and smiled at me.


      “Since this was my request, I asked King Elias for his permission to view your magic skills up close. Is that all right with you?”


      “Very well. Do I simply hit those targets with my magic?”


      “That is correct. Once I give the signal, you will aim for the target and cast Fireball. I believe that will suffice.”


      Norris seemed like he had something up his sleeve, but he hadn’t revealed it yet.


      Has he given up?


      The very next moment, contempt filled his eyes, and he sighed while looking at me. “No matter how hard I look, all I see is a small child,” the elder elf grumbled. “I have no idea why you possess such strength. To think that a mere child like you completely thwarted my plans... I should be ashamed.”


      “What are you speaking of, Sir Norris?”


      He seemed exasperated as he shook his head to himself. We were currently quite far from the audience on the veranda—he was probably only saying these things because I was the only one who could hear them. Even so, it seemed a bit careless for him to be so brazen. I couldn’t help but scowl slightly.


      The dark elf ignored my question and continued speaking. “Let me just come right out and say it. Will you withdraw from your engagement to Princess Farah? Her Highness is a very valuable card that Lenarute needs in order to get a seat at the table with the other countries. A mere margrave’s son will not suffice. Hmph, why am I explaining this? It’s not as if you would understand.”


      “You are right, Sir Norris,” I replied. “Since I do not understand the meaning of your words, I cannot withdraw.”


      We had barely interacted, yet I already felt deep disdain for and rage toward Norris.


      Farah is a “valuable card,” you say?! She’s not some tool for your political war!!!


      I had suppressed my anger quite a bit while replying to Norris, who reacted with another exasperated expression. He proceeded to launch into an explanation that I hadn’t even asked for.


      “In that case, let me put it into simple terms that a child like you can understand. As a result of the Valst Incident, which took place several years ago, Lenarute entered into an alliance with Magnolia. I cannot share the details, but this is not an alliance between equals. The only way for us to correct this inequality is to have the princess marry into the imperial family.”


      “I don’t believe anything would change if Her Highness were to marry into the imperial family,” I replied. “The nobles of Magnolia are quite strong-willed. With Her Highness’s personality, I fear she may have trouble fitting in at the imperial court.”


      Norris knew about the secret agreement between our countries, which was why he wanted Farah to marry into the imperial family, since that would, even if only slightly, improve Lenarute’s standing on the international stage. That was probably the foundation of his motivations.


      Norris scowled in reaction to my words and scoffed. “I’m well aware of that. What we need is the accomplishment of our princess becoming the empress consort...and time.”


      “You want to establish Her Highness as a core member of the imperial court, and with the advantage of her long lifespan as a dark elf, she will continue to be empress dowager and be able to take over Magnolia from the inside. This is your plan, yes?”


      “Oh? I don’t hate that you’ve got some good wits about you,” Norris responded with a deeply wicked grin, his eyes filled with nothing but malice.


      It was at that moment that I finally understood who Norris truly was, and with that realization, a chill of deep contempt ran down my spine. Norris was claiming that his actions were for the sake of the kingdom, but he was personally furious about the humiliation he felt over his kingdom’s vassalization. He simply wanted to use Farah to take revenge on the kingdom and vent his discontent—he was driven by nothing more than a rotten ego.


      “Is that really the reason you would send Her Highness into a hotbed of corruption with no way out?” I asked. “Is that your true objective?”


      “Such naive drivel,” Norris scoffed. “You may be sharp, but you are still a mere child. The princess is a member of the royal family. She exists to serve the kingdom. It’s only natural for her to sacrifice her life in order to improve the inequalities between our countries. If all goes well, she’ll be a central member of the imperial court and become empress dowager. Her chances will be even better if she bears a child. The kingdom must capitalize on this opportunity.”


      He’s not getting it. Everything is settled in his mind. Even if the empire were to welcome a dark elf as their empress, new problems will pop up. Norris hasn’t considered that.


      Any reasonable person who gave it some thought could see that planting Farah into the imperial court of Magnolia would not solve any issues of inequality between the countries. The princess would simply be forced into a corrupt hotbed of bloodthirsty politicians, where she would live out a harsh life of struggle.


      I couldn’t fully keep my anger suppressed, and I spat out, “Princess Farah isn’t some tool for your political schemes!!! The future will be built by us children, not old men like you. Do you really think that someone like you, someone who uses children as disposable pawns, can determine the future of this kingdom?!”


      “This is why you’re just a child. If you have no intention of withdrawing, then I’ll just have to force your hand.”


      Norris understood from my anger that I wasn’t going to back out of this engagement.


      Of course I’m not backing out. Who the hell would follow this guy’s orders?


      I’d never known I could feel such intense hatred and anger toward another person. Perhaps this was the first time that I was directing my rage toward someone.


      Another wicked grin spread across Norris’s face as he said, “Those who operate within the shadows of this kingdom are on my side. Do you understand what that means?”


      “Are you threatening to have me assassinated?”


      “That is an option, but I believe they would have a hard time against you or Sir Reiner. However, can the same be said for your family?”


      “What?!”


      I was stunned. Instead of threatening me or my father, he was threatening my family. Was he going to target Mer...or my mother? My shock seemed to satisfy him.


      “Seems like you finally understand,” Norris said, continuing with a chuckle. “You seem to be incredibly fond of your younger sister and sickly mother. I’ve heard you are also friendly with the members of your household staff. With one word from me, my allies can destroy your peaceful life in the blink of an eye. Do you finally understand the position you are in?”


      “I understand...” I said, nodding as if I were trying to convince myself.


      Yeah, I understand that you’re my enemy, Norris. You’re an enemy I won’t ever forgive.


      It was that moment that I vowed to take Norris down, but the old elf himself had not noticed my newfound determination. If anything, he seemed satisfied with how things were going.


      “All right then, Sir Reid. Please cast Fireball, directing it at that target.”


      “Very well...” I replied with a nod.


      Norris smiled, probably thinking that I’d conceded because of his threats.


      I began concentrating my mana into the palms of my hands, then pretended to extend my arms out toward the targets, only to fold my arms across my chest. Seeing that series of actions seemed to confuse Norris, and he gave me a questioning stare. There was no way he could know what I was doing, because it was something that wasn’t known in this world. I was casting a compressed spell.


      Norris...no matter what, I will never forgive you.


      It would’ve been fine if he had only directed his nefariousness at me—I could simply take care of it. However, once he’d figured out that he couldn’t manipulate me, he’d clearly stated that he would inflict his wickedness on Mer, my mother, and the people of the Valdia household, all in the name of satisfying his own evil plans and ego.


      I continued to pour mana into my palms, further compressing the spell. There was so much mana going into this spell, and it was going to be incomparable to the Fire Spear I’d cast before. Once I felt that I could no longer control the recoil from the spell core forming in my hands, I glared at Norris, grimacing.


      “Say that again,” I spat out.


      “Wh-What was that?”


      “I said, say that again... Say what you would do to my family one more tiiiiiiiiiime!!!”


      As I screamed, I raised my hands to the sky and released the spell. The very next moment, its core sucked in all of my mana, and a violent gust of wind formed, pulling in all of the air around it. The whirlwind created a thunderous sound that echoed throughout the air.


      The sudden gale completely shocked the audience, and they began trembling at what they saw next. A massive flaming orb had appeared above the training grounds and was continuing to grow with seemingly no end in sight.


      If this spell were to be fully cast, the damage would likely extend past the royal residence. It would create irrevocable damage to the castle grounds. However, my attention wasn’t directed at the targets, but instead focused on Norris. As the rest of the audience shook in their seats, Reiner, Rubens, Diana, and Elias all quickly leaped into action.


      As for Norris... Seeing a flaming orb larger than any he’d ever seen before had made him fall to the ground, and he began begging for forgiveness.


      “I-I went too far!!! I was wrong!!! F-Forgive me!!!”


      “I won’t. No matter what, I won’t ever forgive you!!!”
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      I was mad with rage as I glared at him, waiting for my spell to reach its full form after being released from its compression. Suddenly, I heard people behind me.


      “What is that spell, Reid?!” my father exclaimed.


      “Don’t do anything rash, Sir Reid!!!” Elias shouted.


      My father and the king were both running toward me. As soon as my focus was on them, Norris got up and tried to flee the training grounds. Unfortunately for him, he was immediately captured by Diana and Rubens, who’d quickly arrived on the scene. As they seized him, the two began shouting at the older elf.


      “You!!! What did you do to Sir Reid?!”


      “I’d like to know as well!!! You must have done something terrible to make him so furious like that!!!”


      “Let go of me!” Norris exclaimed. “I-I haven’t done anything! That monster lost control all on his own!!!”


      His words made me snap, and my anger exploded once more.


      “You bastaaaaard!!!”


      As though it were in sync with my rage, the great ball of fire above my head began storming and booming even more violently, growing even more massive. My father and Elias appeared to realize that something had happened between Norris and me, and they proceeded to physically position themselves in between us as they desperately persuaded me to calm down.


      “I have no doubt that there is a reason for why you’re so furious, Reid,” my father stated in a kind but firm tone. “Just tell us what happened!!!”


      “Your father is right, Sir Reid,” the king chimed in. “I have no idea what Norris said to you, but it must have been deeply insulting for you to be so angry.” His tone had also been kind, but then he turned to Norris and furiously shouted, “What in the world did you say to Sir Reid?!”


      The elder elf looked further terrified by his king’s rage as he tried to make excuses for himself. “I-I have no idea!!! I just told that monster to aim for that target and cast a spell, then he suddenly began doing all of this!!!”


      “You imbecile! You dare to feign ignorance even now?!”


      “If you won’t tell them, I will!!!” I shouted. “You threatened to harm my family! You said you would kill my mother, my sister, and the people of the Valdia household!!! I won’t forgive you! No matter what, I won’t ever forgive you!!!”


      As I let my fury take over and shouted at Norris, the spell finally released as if triggered by my emotions.


      “What?!”


      The shock wave from the spell I’d suddenly cast sent both my father and Elias flying. I turned to the two knights holding Norris captive.


      “Get out of the way, you two!!! You need to move!!!”


      Diana and Rubens both looked at each other, nodded, then faced me with determined looks.


      “Absolutely not!” Rubens shouted. “No matter what the reason is, you mustn’t let your anger take control! You mustn’t let your emotions drive you to take a life!!!”


      “Please come to your senses, Sir Reid!!!” Diana pleaded.


      Before I could respond, I let out a gasp. A girl roughly my size had embraced me from behind. It was Farah, and I could hear Rhesis behind her too.


      “You mustn’t, Sir Reid,” Farah begged. “You absolutely mustn’t punish Norris in this way!!!”


      “That’s right!” Rhesis chimed in. “There’s no need for you to punish him with your own hands!!!”


      While I was distracted by Their Highnesses, another figure appeared between Norris and me. It was Asuna, and the moment she stepped in, Norris looked relieved.


      “L-Lady Asuna!!!” the elder elf called out. “Use that sword at your waist to strike that monster down!!!”


      Just as Norris pointed out, Asuna had a sword sheathed at her waist, but all he got in return from the bodyguard was a look filled with deep contempt.


      “Shut your mouth, you despicable lackey!!! This is absolutely not for your sake. I don’t want Sir Reid to end up killing a petty scoundrel like you!!!” After berating him, Asuna turned to me and gave me a kind smile. “There is no need for you to dirty your hands with the likes of him, Sir Reid. I will make sure he meets his end myself!!!”


      She whipped around, facing Norris once more, and gripped the handle of her sword. She took a stance and urged Rubens and Diana to move out of the way. They did as they were told, and there was no one left standing in Asuna’s way.


      “What do you think you’re doing?!” Norris exclaimed.


      “I told you...I’ll be taking over for Sir Reid! Prepare to breathe your last!!!”


      Asuna charged toward the older elf, and with a swiftness too quick to observe, she unsheathed her sword. She was performing iaido—the art of quickly drawing a katana.


      “Eeeeek!!!” Norris’s pathetic shriek filled the air.


      Despite his outburst, he had no visible injuries. The only outcome of Asuna’s attack was that the top portion of his hair had been sheared, and the chopped strands fluttered to the ground. Norris now looked quite comical with only a portion of his head shaved, which was reminiscent of a monk’s tonsure.


      Asuna’s gaze became even sharper as she declared, “Next, I’ll take both of your arms. Then, both of your legs. I’ll end with your head. Are you ready?”


      There was no light left in her eyes. It was not only a sign that she was completely focused on her target, but also a sign of her intense rage, which could be heard in her voice. This was a quite abnormal situation, and we were now surrounded by Lenarutian soldiers. Norris was in an absolute panic.


      “Why?! Why won’t anyone help me?! I was only following the master’s orders to anger Reid!!!”


      No one was going to his aid, nor was there any time for anyone to help him. He’d brought the wrath of the throne upon himself by doing something akin to poking a bear.


      As if delivering a final warning, Asuna tightly gripped the handle of her sword and spat out, “I see you don’t need your arms.”


      “W-Wait!!! I’ll admit fault! I was wrong!” Norris gradually lost steam as he continued. “Everything Sir Reid said is true...”


      My father and Elias suddenly appeared from behind, as if they had been waiting for this moment.


      “I’ll be having a lengthy discussion with you, Norris...” the king hissed, then he turned to me. “I apologize, Sir Reid. I never would have imagined a member of my own court would do something as unforgivable as threatening my daughter’s fiancé’s family. I’m very sorry about this.”


      The king bowed his head in apology, which prompted Rhesis to appear before me as well, joining his father and bowing his head.


      “I’m sorry, Sir Reid,” the prince said. “I know I’m in no position to ask this of you, but please quell your anger!!!”


      “We have laws in place to punish criminals, Reid,” my father said in a kind voice, trying to reason with me. “I understand how you feel, but this is a matter that goes beyond your personal feelings. You need to calm yourself.”


      “Father...”


      Farah, who was still embracing me from behind, joined the others and spoke to me in a kind voice.


      “I apologize for the deeply disrespectful behavior of our kingdom’s subject, Sir Reid. Please, for my sake, try to restrain your anger and let him go...”


      Thanks to Farah and everyone else’s words, the anger within me was simmering down.


      “Okay...” I replied. “Thank you. I’m sorry for causing such a commotion...”


      With that, I released the giant flaming orb above my head into the sky. As that happened, the entire area was engulfed in a ferocious gale and thundering roar. The orb flew up into the sky, and it eventually grew quiet. Seeing it flying away made everyone let out a sigh of relief.


      My father turned back to me with an exasperated look and said, “I haven’t heard anything about you learning such a powerful spell...”


      He was mistaken, so I decided to correct him. “That wasn’t a powerful spell, father. It was just Fireball.”


      Everyone who heard that was completely stunned. I couldn’t say what happened next, because after pointing out my father’s error, the fact that I’d depleted my mana set in, and I lost consciousness.


    


  



  

    

      Salt


      “How? How did this happen?”


      Norris covered his despair-stricken face with his hands while hunched over in a chair, mumbling to himself.


      During the magic showcase, he had infuriated Reid, but that had been an act akin to poking a bear that should never have been disturbed. He hadn’t expected the boy to be so proficient in magic.


      Despite that miscalculation, Norris was currently upset with the master, who had instructed him to anger Reid, assuring the older elf that he would be protected, yet had not come to his aid.


      Norris was now confined to a chamber within the castle after Elias had ordered guards to seize him. Unlike the cells that commoners were sent to, this was a chamber meant for criminals who were from the nobility. It was of a decent size, and it even came furnished with a couch and a bed. Though it had some comforts, this room was infamous among nobles and referred to as “the room between realms,” because once you entered, you would never return to the realm of the living—the only fate that awaited you was death, either by assassination or willful murder. Regardless of how it happened, once you were in this room, death would come soon.


      Norris was well aware of these reasons for the room’s infamy. The moment he had arrived, he’d been filled with despair. Despite everything that had happened, he’d trusted in the master to save his life, at the very least. Yet here he was, in the room between realms.


      “I can’t! I can’t die yet! I still have much to do!!!”


      Just then, a guard’s voice rang out from the other side of the door. “His Majesty King Elias will be entering.”


      The door opened without so much as a knock, and Elias entered, followed by a hooded figure. Upon seeing the king, Norris immediately prostrated himself and began begging for his forgiveness.


      “Your Majesty!!! Please accept my deepest, most sincere apologies!!! I assure you that I was only acting in the interest of the kingdom!!! I was only following the master’s orders! Please spare me, Your Majesty! Take anything but my life!!!”


      When he pressed his head against the ground, the part of his head that had been shaved by Asuna was now completely exposed and further emphasized, making the older elf seem even more comical.


      The hooded figure drew closer to Norris, crouching down. They suddenly grasped Norris by the throat with one hand and picked him up.


      “Hurgh!!!” Norris exclaimed. “Wh-What are you doing?” He could now see the face of the hooded man, which made him tremble with fear. “Zach Riverton?!”


      As soon as Norris spoke his name, Zach threw him into a wall.


      “Gah!!!” Norris let out a low grunt of pain as his body collided with the wall.


      “You shouldn’t be so violent with him, Zach,” the king warned.


      “My apologies. He was in the way, on the ground by the entrance like that...” Zach removed his hood. As usual, he appeared mild-mannered, but his gaze was cold and merciless—there was an unsettling air to him that wasn’t normally present.


      Norris coughed as he tried to catch his breath, his mind still having trouble catching up to what was happening. He understood why the king was here, but Zach Riverton? The other elf was the leader of the kingdom’s secret services, a fact known only by a very small fraction of the court. He couldn’t figure out why such a man would be visiting him.


      Seeing the confusion on Norris’s face, Elias shook his head and spoke in a matter-of-fact manner. “Your actions do not change the fact that you are a member of this court who served this kingdom for many years. I figured you at least deserved an explanation at the end.”


      “A-An explanation?”


      The impact from being thrown against the wall left Norris unable to get up. He looked up at the king with a questioning look. Elias smirked and turned to Zach.


      “Tell him, Zach.”


      “You can be quite mean, Your Majesty,” Zach replied with a sigh. With a sense of resignation, he began sharing the details of the situation to the older elf.


      Zach’s story began in the past, back when Lenarute first entered into an alliance with Magnolia after the Valst Incident. Though it was touted as an alliance, a portion of the court was informed that there was a secret agreement regarding the true nature of this relationship: Lenarute had become a vassal state of the empire. A group of nobles, including Norris, lashed out against this news. King Elias did his best to pacify the upset nobles while still accepting the vassalization to ensure the survival of his kingdom.


      Unfortunately, following the acceptance of this secret agreement, the political landscape within Lenarute became unstable due to the nobles who could not accept entering into an alliance with Magnolia. It was then that Elias came up with a plan. The king decided to allow the dissatisfied nobles to form their own faction rather than taking them down individually, so that when the time came, he could dispose of them all at once. Elias had selected Norris to be the leader of this faction. While others struggled to get their arguments heard, Norris would get through to the king with much more ease. Elias and Zach even pulled strings behind the scenes to ensure that he rose to the top of the faction. Such efforts were exactly how the king had ended up in the position where he wasn’t able to simply ignore Norris’s demands.


      As Norris listened to Zach detail the truth of the past several years, the color had drained from his face, and he was now completely pale. He finally stood up and raised his voice at the king.


      “That’s nonsense!!! There possibly can’t be any truth to that ridiculous tale!!!”


      “I’m sure someone told you already that you were the one who was being used. Thanks to you, we now have the details of every last disturbance nesting within this kingdom. You have my gratitude.”


      Upon hearing the king’s words, Norris gasped with realization. “That shadow that approached me...was that your doing as well?!” he asked in a bitter tone.


      Zach signaled for something with his hand, and a figure dressed in black appeared out of Norris’s shadow. Norris was completely stunned, while Zach acted as if nothing of significance had happened.


      “Thank you for your many years of service, Capella,” Zach said to the figure. “Thanks to you and Sir Norris, we have been able to gather information on every noble in the opposing faction. All that is left is to purge the kingdom of them.”


      “What?! Purge them?! That would be impossible!!! You would be getting rid of incredibly vital members of your court!!!”


      Norris believed that without him, this kingdom wouldn’t be able to operate successfully. He was trying to argue that if he and his people were purged, the kingdom would end up in shambles.


      “Now that is what I call arrogance,” Elias said, exasperated. “Because of our long lifespans, our kingdom has a bad habit of taking too long to replace members in high positions within the court. Your faction is a gathering of the very people who represent this lack of change. Your age hasn’t made you wise—it’s made you poisonous.”


      “What did you say?!” The color returned to Norris’s face as he became red with rage.


      “You still don’t understand? Didn’t Sir Reid explain this all to you? The future won’t be built by the elderly.”


      “H-How do you know about that?!” Norris was stunned. He had no idea how the king could know about his conversation with Reid. He turned his attention to the shadow named Capella. A question suddenly popped into his mind: How long had Capella been residing within his shadow? He thought back to what Zach had said to the shadow figure.


      “Thank you for many years of service...”


      A chill ran down the elder elf’s spine, which put a satisfied look on the king’s face.


      “That’s right. We’ve been observing your every move, Norris.”


      “What?!” Norris bit his lip with frustration.


      Was I being played this entire time? No, that can’t possibly be true. If that were the case, what about Rhesis? If they were truly observing me this whole time, I wouldn’t have been able to use the prince as my pawn.


      “That’s a lie!!!” he exclaimed. “If you had been observing me, then how do you explain what happened with Prince Rhesis?!”


      “Oh, Rhesis? It’s true that I didn’t expect him to fall so deeply into your clutches, but he was a great trigger to make you take action. Didn’t his allegiance to you make for great deception?”


      “Wh-What?! You used the prince as bait?!” Norris couldn’t hide his shock at the fact that Elias had used Rhesis to entrap him.


      “That is the job of a king. This is what it takes to protect a country and its people. If Rhesis was naive enough to be played by the likes of you, then he would never have what it takes to wear the crown. However, now that Sir Reid has given him a change of heart, Rhesis might have some potential.”


      “Urgh... I have one last question. The master, Lady Eltia... Is she on your side as well?”


      So long as the person who had promised to help him—the master, Lady Eltia—was on his side, he could get out of this. He clung to this last shred of hope, only for it to be immediately destroyed by Elias’s immediate response.


      “Of course. You were the only one who has been blind to the truth this entire time, Norris.”


      The king’s words struck him down into further despair, and he fell to the ground. “So I’ve been fooled into thinking I was succeeding, all while simply dancing in the palms of your hands this whole time?!”


      Seeing reality finally set in for Norris put relief on the other three’s faces.


      “Your actions until now constitute treason,” Elias declared coldly. “There’s no escaping your fate, but you do have two choices regarding how you will die.”


      Norris was dejectedly hanging his head as he listened to the king’s words.


      “Your first option is to be executed here in this room tomorrow morning. Your second option is to end things yourself with this drug. I recommend the latter option. I hear that you drift into death like slumber. Isn’t that right, Zach?”


      Zach silently nodded, and Elias placed the drug near Norris.


      “You don’t have much time left,” the king spat out. “If you’re going to curse anything, curse your own foolishness.”


      With that, he turned his back to Norris and headed for the door.


      ◇


      Norris’s mind was in complete disarray from the despair and rage he felt.


      Don’t be ridiculous, Elias! You’re no king! How could you be?! I know! I’ll make Rhesis king, then I’ll stand in his place while he grows, and I’ll lead the kingdom! For that to happen, I need you out of the way, Elias!!!


      All that was left in him was his resentment for Elias. As the king made his exit from the confinement chambers, Norris roared with anger.


      “Eliaaaaas!!!”


      The king turned around with a scowl and found Norris poised to cast a spell at him. Zach and Capella immediately charged forward to shield Elias, but the king stopped them.


      “You deserve to die at my hands, Eliaaaaas!!!” Norris shouted with anger.


      “You absolute fool!!!”


      The moment Norris tried to launch his spell, Elias gripped the handle of his sword. He used Physical Enhancement to instantly get within attack range. Using that momentum, Elias quickly drew his sword and swung it across, striking his attacker.


      “How could this happen...?” Norris quietly mumbled, struggling to get the words out.


      Those became his final words.


      Elias shook off the blood on his blade before returning it to his sheath. As Elias put away his weapon, Norris’s torso detached from his legs, and the two halves of his body fell to the ground, creating a massive pool of blood.


      “That was spectacular, Your Majesty,” Zach said with admiration.


      The king’s attack had happened in the blink of an eye, leaving Norris no time to finish casting his spell.


      “Don’t tease me,” Elias huffed. “I didn’t take him to be this much of a fool. Clean up the body. We’ll announce Norris’s death after the Valdias’ visit has concluded. Until then, just try to keep him from rotting. You can stick him in some salt for all I care!”


      “Very well, Your Majesty,” Zach and Capella both responded, bowing.


      With that, Elias left the room.


      Norris had spent years harboring resentment toward the vassalization of his kingdom at the empire’s hands, motivated only by ego and malice. Ironically, his life was ended by the very source of his resentment and the only one worth the salt the wicked elf’s body would be buried in.


    


  



  

    

      Reid’s Awakening


      “Where am I?”


      I opened my eyes, and the first thing I saw was an unfamiliar ceiling.


      All right, so I’m not at home.


      I sat up and scanned my surroundings, finding only furniture that I’d never seen before.


      “I feel like this has happened before...”


      I tilted my head in confusion as I racked my dazed brain to pinpoint the event I was thinking of, and the next moment, there was a knock on my door. The door opened before I could respond, and a maid entered. It was Diana, and she clasped her hands over her mouth, and her eyes began welling with tears.


      “Sir Reid!” she exclaimed. “You’ve woken up! I must inform everyone at once!” She immediately ran off somewhere.


      It was only then that I finally remembered that I’d gone mad with rage, which had resulted in me expending all of my mana. Then, I went over what had happened moments ago when I woke up, and I looked up at the ceiling.


      “This seems exactly the same as the day I awakened to my past memories,” I mumbled to no one in particular.


      ◇


      Not too long after I’d woken up, my father, Diana, Rubens, and Zach all gathered in my room, along with a doctor. The doctor was examining me, which I also remembered happening before. The only difference was that this time, my doctor was a dark elf.


      “Everything seems to be in order,” he remarked after he had thoroughly inspected my eye movements and the functionality of my entire body, including my arms and legs. Then the doctor began packing his things and said, “Please let me know if you need anything else.” With that, he left.


      Moments later, my father asked to speak with me alone and requested that everyone leave the room. Diana and Rubens both seemed relieved that I was doing fine, and they smiled as they stepped out. Zach seemed to be curious about what I might be discussing with my father, but he followed the others out regardless. Once everyone was gone, the room fell silent for some time.


      “How are you feeling?” my father asked, finally breaking the silence. “Does anything feel off?”


      “I’m all right,” I replied. “I’m sorry for worrying you.”


      “How is your mana? Does anything feel out of the ordinary?” He wasn’t his usual stark self, and he seemed to be fearing something.


      While wondering what was on my father’s mind, I went ahead and checked my mana levels.


      Yup, just as I thought. Everything’s good, and I’ve recovered.


      “I’m doing well!” I enthusiastically announced, hoping to put him at ease. “My mana has recovered as well, so I’m ready to show off my magic again at any moment!”


      My efforts seemed to have the opposite effect, and my father scowled, his gaze becoming sharp with anger.


      “You idiot!!!” he bellowed, sharply scolding me. “You could perform that same spell at any time, you say?! Don’t be absurd! Don’t you dare cast that spell ever again!!!”


      “But...father...?”


      “Do you even know how many people were worried about you?! Your two guards are blaming themselves, saying that their inadequacies led to yesterday’s events. The Lenarutians were anxious about when you might wake up, and they stayed up the entire night looking over you!!!”


      Not only was I shocked by my father’s outburst, but he was right—I’d been clueless about how much trouble I had caused those around me.


      “I understand about that man, Norris,” my father continued. “But you are the only one responsible for your rage and loss of control! Expending all of your mana out of anger is absolutely inexcusable!!!”


      I looked down and dejectedly replied, “You are absolutely right, father. I was careless... I’m very sorry.”


      “As long as you understand. Now, close your eyes until I say you can open them.”


      “Huh? My eyes?”


      “That’s right, now shut them already!!!”


      “Yes, father!!!” I did as I was told and shut my eyes


      Is he going to punch me or something?


      I was nervous, and my heart was racing until I found myself being gently pressed against my father’s chest as he embraced me tightly. It was so sudden, and I was completely puzzled.


      “You fool... Don’t push yourself like that,” he said. “What if something had happened to you? What would I tell Nanalie or Meredy? Not only that, but with your mother’s mana depletion disorder, it’s possible that you might suffer from it too. To run out of mana and pass out while that possibility is on the table... I’m truly glad that you’re all right.”


      His voice was trembling, and it seemed like he might have been crying. I was forced to face not only how incredibly stupid my actions had been but just how much I had worried everyone around me, and my chest tightened painfully with regret.


      “I’m very sorry for worrying you, father.”


      “You should be, you fool. But it’s fine, so long as you’re unharmed.”


      He continued to embrace me for a while, not letting go, and I kept my eyes shut for the entire time.


      ◇


      “Are your mana levels truly fine?”


      My father, who had been holding me tightly, finally calmed down and let me go. He gave me permission to open my eyes, and I immediately looked at him. His own eyes were red, but his expression had returned to the same stern look he always wore.


      That’s my dad for you, I thought, nearly chuckling.


      “Yes, I’m truly all right,” I replied cheerfully. “I’m sorry for all of the worry I caused you.” I bowed to him, and his mind finally seemed to be at ease.


      He proceeded to clear his throat as if to signal that we were moving on to what he actually wanted to discuss.


      “Very well. In that case, I have a question for you. What was that spell? What did you mean when you said it wasn’t anything special, just Fireball?”


      As soon as I realized the question was about magic, I felt my face go pale.


      Shoot! I forgot about what I actually did when I lost control. Sandra said I was absolutely prohibited from casting compressed spells.


      I held my head in my hands as I lamented my actions. Just then, I felt a concerning presence, like someone was eavesdropping on our conversation. It didn’t feel like anyone was actually nearby but rather that some sort of magic was at work.


      A look of deep thought washed over my face as I said, “We should continue this discussion back home and include Sandra, father. I feel that the walls here may have ears.”


      My father gasped with realization. “How thoughtless of me,” he said, frustrated. “We shall do exactly that. This palace seems to be filled with many dark corners.” He spoke as if he’d directed that statement at someone, but there was no response. Then he returned his attention to me and continued. “If you’re feeling well, you should go see Princess Farah. She was quite worried about you. Take Diana as your guard.”


      That’s right. Farah, Asuna, and Rhesis were all there when I passed out.


      I was becoming even more aware of just how many people I’d troubled with my actions.


      “Very well,” I replied. “I will reach out to Princess Farah and, if possible, I will visit her today.”


      “Good. I’ll handle the communications.”


      One question remained on my mind during our conversation. It was about him. I decided to just go for it and ask.


      “Father...what will happen to Norris?”


      His brows furrowed upon hearing my question, but he still answered. “Don’t worry about him. Threatening the Valdia family isn’t something that can be forgiven. I’ve told King Elias to give him whatever punishment is appropriate for his actions. I’ll also be meeting with His Majesty after this. Leave everything to me and go be friendly with Princess Farah.”


      “Understood, father.”


      I was still curious about Norris’s fate, but since my father was insisting, it was best that I leave the matter in his hands. I also had much more to do while we were in Lenarute, which included all sorts of things I wanted to discuss with Farah. I couldn’t waste my time resting.


      My father cleared his throat once more, seeming uncharacteristically bashful as he asked, “So, Reid, do you think you will be able to fare well with Her Highness?”


      “What?! Y-Yes, I think we will be just fine... Where did that question come from?” His question had surprised me, and my cheeks flushed.


      He faintly smiled. “While you were recovering, Princess Farah spent every moment she could spare at your bedside. She seems to be quite fond of you.”


      “What?!”


      I was shocked that he would continue a discussion of this nature, and this time, my entire face turned bright red. He seemed pleased by my reaction.


      “Though your union may have been chosen by our countries, your happiness is up to you both,” he said with a chuckle. “If you treasure those feelings you have for each other, things will surely continue in a positive direction. You must care dearly for Princess Farah, with even more thoughtfulness than you already have for her.”


      “I understand, father.”


      After hearing his advice, I’d reached the maximum amount of embarrassment I could handle. He simply chuckled and got up, heading for the door. Before he left, he turned one more time to face me.


      “You’ve been asleep since your magic showcase yesterday. If you’re going to see the princess today, make sure you tidy up. According to Nanalie, personal hygiene is quite important.”


      “Yes, father.”


      He had a wide grin on his face as he left the room.


      Am I really so sweaty that I stink? I inspected my body and was surprised to find that I was soaked in sweat.


      “This is awful! I definitely need to wash up, whether in the onsen or a regular bath.”


      Just then, I realized something about my father’s final comment. It implied that my mother had cautioned him about his personal hygiene in the past.


      I’ll have to ask mom about that sometime, I thought, my mischievous side stirring with excitement, unbeknownst to my father.


      After that, I summoned Diana and asked her to prepare a bath.


    


  



  

    

      Reiner’s Cleanup


      After confirming that his son had woken up and was physically well, Reiner returned to the room that had been prepared for him on the second floor of the guest palace. There, he sat at the desk, folding his hands together and leaning his elbows on the desk, a look of deep thought appearing on his face. He furrowed his brows, thinking about what he would say and how he would say it in his upcoming discussion with a certain guest. At the same time, he began recalling the conversation he’d had with Zach when he’d first arrived in Lenarute...




      “Well, I think we should get to the main topic at hand,” Zach said.


      “Very well,” Reiner agreed, nodding.


      Before arriving in Lenarute, Reiner had informed the imperial capital that one objective of this visit would be to strengthen the relationship between the Valdia family and the kingdom. Of course, Reiner had also contacted Lenarute prior to arranging this visit, during which time he had received an unexpected request: to assist the kingdom in their efforts to purge those who opposed the union between their families from the royal court.


      It had been roughly six years since Lenarute had publicly entered into an alliance with Magnolia while secretly becoming the empire’s vassal state. Due to various circumstances, there had been several delays in their plans, and a sense of irritation had grown among the Magnolian nobility. When Reiner had asked Emperor Arwin for permission to make this visit to Lenarute, the emperor had actually instructed Reiner to, if possible, find a solution to their problems, so it was quite serendipitous.


      It was Zach who had proposed a plan for how to purge the kingdom of its oppositional faction, which had already been approved by King Elias. Following the vassalization, Zach had been investigating members of the Lenarutian nobility who were dissatisfied with the alliance. He had informed Reiner that they had gathered all the information they could, and now they needed just cause to trigger the purge.


      This was where Reiner came in. Zach’s idea was to use the margrave’s son, who was to be betrothed to the Lenarutian princess, as bait. Initially, Reiner had responded to the suggestion with a grimace. Even if Lenarute was a vassal state of Magnolia, a request directly from King Elias carried heavy weight, so he couldn’t turn it down without proper consideration.


      Reiner stared at the king’s proxy before him with his brows furrowed and asked, “I understand the gist of the situation, but how exactly do you plan to use my son as bait? I obviously can’t agree to anything that would put my own child’s life in danger.”


      “Of course,” Zach replied. “We have given the utmost consideration to safety. I’m sure that even those who oppose this union value the relationship between our countries enough to not want to harm it by doing something as foolish as assassinating an imperial noble.”


      After thoroughly responding to the margrave’s question, Zach proceeded to explain the opposing faction’s plans. They would be pushing for a sparring match, then a magic showcase. Zach even detailed what the faction’s end goals were, which made Reiner furrow his brows and let out a sigh.


      “What are these people even thinking? Even if Reid were to refuse the marriage, this is a decision made between two countries. His refusal wouldn’t change anything. Or do they think that I would request that the emperor withdraw my son as a suitor? That would be even more impossible. They sound delusional.”


      “Yes, that is right. That was our intention.”


      Reiner was taken aback. Zach was likely implying that he had sent a plethora of intelligence agents into the opposing faction to influence them. It was a common move used when trying to incite internal conflict within another nation. It was quite merciless of them to use it on their own citizens. They had likely been facing an impossible impasse.


      Reiner looked into the eyes of the man before him. Despite Zach’s gentle demeanor, his gaze was piercing and cold.


      “Very well. I accept your proposal. You have my permission to use my son as bait.”


      “We deeply appreciate your attention to this—”


      “However, I have some conditions,” Reiner said, purposefully interrupting Zach. A stern look appeared on the dark elf’s face. “First and foremost, you must guarantee Reid’s safety. You have to promise to use whatever means necessary to do so, whether that be your shadows or otherwise.”


      “Of course,” Zach replied. “That goes without saying.”


      “As much as I respect you, I won’t forgive you if anything happens to my son,” Reiner warned, directing as much bloodlust as he could toward the Lenarutian.


      Even Zach, who was the highest-ranking member of those working in the kingdom’s shadows, was nearly shaking with fear. He was sweating with nervousness—something that never happened. Seeing that reaction seemed to satisfy the margrave, and he put his fangs away.


      “Impressive, my lord,” he remarked. “It seems even that wasn’t enough to rattle you.”


      “That isn’t quite true,” Zach replied. “It has been a while since I’ve had such murderous intent directed at me.” He proceeded to pull a handkerchief out of his pocket and wipe the sweat off his forehead.


      Reiner maintained his stark demeanor as he continued. “With my son’s safety guaranteed, my first actual condition is that the crown assists with the establishment of trade channels between our countries. This is something that you’ll have to agree to upfront. As for the rest of my conditions, whether you agree to them or not can be left up to how well Reid does. Otherwise, we might end up at a disadvantage.”


      “I’m sorry? What do you mean by that?” Zach was confused, which was rare. He looked as if his mind had gone completely blank, which was only fair, because the elf had no idea that the margrave’s son was a child who possessed incredible and unconventional skill.


      “I will only say that by this time tomorrow, you’ll understand,” Reiner assured him. “You can tell King Elias that my conditions for allowing you to use my son as bait are assistance with building business channels and the right to add additional conditions based on my son’s performance in a sort of piece-rate system.”


      “I apologize if this comes across as disrespectful, Sir Reiner, but I do not really understand the additional conditions being based upon your son’s performance. As skilled as he may be, Sir Reid is still quite young.”


      “You’re absolutely right. Regardless, I would like you to present those conditions to His Majesty. Let him know that depending on how my son does, I will be adding additional conditions as compensation for letting you use him as bait.”


      This was a first, even for someone as experienced as Zach. The elf figured that since there were no specifics about what constituted a performance that warranted additional conditions, they would have a way out should the king decide against it.


      Zach nodded, clearly agreeing to Reiner’s terms. “Very well. I shall inform His Majesty of your terms.”


      Reiner seemed quite pleased, and Zach couldn’t figure out why. The dark elf stared at the margrave dubiously, but they continued, discussing all necessary matters and details.


      Once everything had wrapped up, Zach remarked, “I believe that should be everything.”


      “In that case, I’ll overlook anything that happens tomorrow.”


      “Thank you very much, my lord. I’ll excuse myself now.”


      With that, Zach got up and made his way out of Reiner’s room.


      ◇


      With a profound look on his face, Reiner thought back to the events that had taken place mere days ago, then smiled to himself. When his son had first lost consciousness, he’d been struck with terror. Now that he’d seen his son was in good health, he could relax.


      Despite the fact that he’d agreed to let them use his son, when it came to how he personally felt about the matter, the dominant emotion Reiner felt toward Elias and Zach was burning rage. As a representative of his empire, he had done the right thing to maintain the relationship between their countries. He understood what they were asking for and why, but now, he was going to be negotiating on behalf of his family, not the empire. Reiner continued to think about how he should squeeze every last drop out of the Lenarutians while reaping his rewards.


      The very next moment, there was a knock on his door, to which he responded. Elias and Zach entered with a dark, heavy atmosphere hanging over their heads. In Reiner’s eyes, they were suckers begging to be taken for everything they had.


      Reiner stood up from the desk, grinning from ear to ear as he urged his visitors to take a seat. They sat on couches across from each other. Considering how intense the look on his face had been moments ago, the expression he currently wore was unbelievable.


      Elias maintained his heavy expression as he slowly began to speak. “Thank you for your cooperation with this matter, Sir Reiner.”


      “I’m glad to have been able to help. Speaking of which, what happened to that man, Norris?”


      “He will be executed after your party’s return to Magnolia.”


      “I see...” Reiner understood from the king’s tone that the topic of Norris had been put to rest, and he moved the discussion along to the main objective of the meeting. “Well then, I would like to make additional demands as compensation for my son’s role in your plans. I believe Reid’s performance was adequate—no, more than adequate. I would say that he surpassed your expectations. Would you agree, Your Majesty?”


      “I hope you will be easy on us, Sir Reiner...”


      Zach and Elias both had stern looks on their faces, because they regretted having agreed to allow additional conditions after seeing Reid’s performance. Worse, both Zach, who had actually agreed to the terms, and King Elias, who had approved them, had forgotten that they’d agreed to these terms.


      While his son was resting, Reiner had reminded them of their deal, which had made them both go pale. His son’s actions had led the king’s issues with the opposing faction to near resolution, which was a great achievement. It was almost too great. Zach would likely never forget his mistake of not properly assessing Reid’s skills just because he was a child.


      Reiner gave them both a smile that was quite obviously a forced, customer service-type of smile. “First, we would like you to fund the construction costs for the residence we are building to welcome Princess Farah to the Valdia Mark. We have requested funds from the Magnolian government as well, but I fear that they may not suffice. I would like to request that Lenarute cover the entirety of the costs that surpass our approved budget.”


      Elias took a moment to think before politely responding, “I understand. Anything that isn’t covered by your funding from Magnolia will be covered by our kingdom. After all, it is the home my daughter will be living in.”


      “I appreciate that very much, Your Majesty,” Reiner replied with a bow.


      On the inside, the margrave was smirking victoriously, because the Lenarutians had no idea that his son was involved in the planning of this additional residence. As his father, Reiner’s intuition told him that the construction costs were going to be exorbitant, but to reward his son for having been used as bait, he figured that he could let the boy do as he pleased. Reiner also meant this act of generosity to be his wedding gift to the young couple.


      After getting the king’s verbal agreement to his first demand, Reiner raised his head. He wore a beaming smile as he continued. “Reid publicly defeated Norris in an argument, contributed greatly to the relationship between our countries through his performance in the sparring matches, and even helped rectify His Highness’s behavior. He did all of that on top of giving Your Majesty just cause to purge the opposing faction in your kingdom and their de facto leader, Norris.”


      “Indeed...”


      “With that in mind, I would like to know what you both believe is fair compensation for my son’s achievements. I personally believe that waiving all taxes and duties, including transportation taxes, for all businesses working with the Valdia family would be the very least you could do.”


      After finishing their meeting with Reiner, both Elias and Zach looked completely exhausted. However, the matter wasn’t over yet. Around the time that Elias forgot about this deal, he received documents from the Valdias regarding the construction of the new residence. The documents included a signed agreement stating that Lenarute would bear construction costs and an invoice.


      King Elias was completely flabbergasted by the total charges, but that would be a tale for another time.


    


  



  

    

      Farah Lenarute


      After my father left, I summoned Diana to my room and asked her to prepare a bath for me. I had some time until it was ready, so I decided to summon Memoria.


      “Hey, Reid,” he said, greeting me. Though he sounded amused, there was also kindness in his tone, as if he were trying to cheer me up. “You sure went through a lot.”


      “Thanks,” I replied. “I’m definitely exhausted. So, have you found anything out about making soap or alternatives?”


      “In terms of what you can find in nature, there are soapberries. It looks like the peels get soapy, and those suds can be used for washing. As for actually making soap, you just need some fat, water, and lye.”


      Soapberries? I don’t remember learning about them. I wonder if I read about them in a book or something.


      “Do soapberries grow on bushes or trees?”


      “They grow on trees. I’ll show you.”


      With that, the image of acorn-like fruits appeared behind my eyelids. I still couldn’t figure out when I’d ever seen something like this, but I continued anyway.


      “I see. Thanks. By the way, does any kind of fat work?”


      “Yup. Seems like tallow or lard would be best, but you can use plant-based fats too.”


      “Got it. Thanks for your help. I’ll let you know if I need anything again.”


      “Hold on, Reid.”


      It was unusual for Memoria to stop me like this.


      I wonder what’s going on.


      My question was answered in a forceful tone.


      “Don’t push yourself, okay?! I was worried about you too! Anyway, that’s all. Bye.” With that, Memoria “hung up,” cutting off our communication.


      Alone in the room, I muttered to myself, “Okay. Thanks, Memoria.”


      The very next moment, Diana returned to inform me that the hot springs were ready for use. I did my best to object, but in the end, she wouldn’t take no for an answer and joined me in the bath...


      ◇


      Back at Farah’s room within the royal residence were the princess and her bodyguard.


      Asuna had an exasperated look on her face as she sighed, then she said, “There’s no need to be so flustered, Your Highness. Sir Reid will arrive in due time, so please calm down.”


      “What?! Oh, um, what do you mean? I’m...perfectly calm.”


      Farah had received a message from Reiner that morning stating that his son had regained consciousness and was doing well, and that Reid wanted to visit the princess to apologize for making her worry. Farah had been ecstatic when she’d received the message, and she’d immediately responded, welcoming Reid to visit. However, as soon as she’d sent her reply, she’d been overcome with an indescribable sense of embarrassment. Feeling restless, she had been pacing around her room this whole time, while Asuna watched with an exasperated gaze.


      “Also...I don’t mean to be rude, Your Highness, but your ears have been fluttering.”


      “Huh?! What?!”


      Farah gasped and covered her ears with her hands before taking a seat in a nearby chair. Whenever she felt heightened affection, her ears would flap up and down. Her specific manifestation of this dark elf attribute was said to be uncommon. She could suppress the movement when she was concentrating, but as soon as she let her guard down, her ears would start moving.


      Once Asuna pointed out the movement of her ears, Farah’s cheeks flushed, and she took deep breaths to calm herself down. Then, she began to think back to everything that had happened since the day she had met Reid.


      ◇


      Reid Valdia was set to formally greet Farah’s father, King Elias, in a meeting that Farah would also attend. Upon seeing her fiancé for the very first time, she tried to hide how incredibly stunned she was.


      Isn’t that the boy from the Valdia Mark?!


      From what she could tell, he hadn’t recognized her, but Farah remembered their previous meeting like it had been yesterday. This reunion was so unexpected, the princess was absolutely awestruck.


      Farah spent most of her time studying the various subjects she was ordered to learn by Eltia, so over the course of her life, she’d communicated with a very limited group of people. As a result, the boy who had saved her when she’d gotten lost in the Valdia Mark had left quite an impression on her. She was further surprised upon hearing his impressive introduction to her father, but her mind was too preoccupied to dwell on it any more than that.


      I’m absolutely positive that it’s him!


      Farah had been sneaking multiple glances at Reid, the same thought popping into her head each time. As her confidence that he was indeed that boy grew, her heart began racing.


      Suddenly, Elias questioned Reid about the potential marriage between the two of them. The princess’s chest slightly tightened with pain. Everyone always pitied Farah’s fate of eventually marrying into a Magnolian family, but she was a royal. Through her mother’s words and various studies, Farah had gotten to know about the relationship between their countries and what it meant to be a princess, to an extent. She had accepted her role when it came to this marriage.


      Yet despite her intentions to serve her kingdom, everyone around her only looked at her only as if she were pitiful or a useful pawn. When it came to the marriage in particular, everyone would respond with innocuous remarks. There hadn’t been a single person who had congratulated her or given her words of encouragement. The princess figured the Magnolian boy would be the same. She expected him to only make inoffensive remarks so as to not ruffle any feathers, but Reid wasn’t like the others.


      “I believe that this union between the Kingdom of Lenarute and the Valdia Mark absolutely and indisputably should be formed, Your Majesty.”


      Farah’s eyes widened in surprise, and she was completely stunned. She never would have imagined that the first time she’d heard someone say that their union must absolutely be formed would be from her Magnolian fiancé.


      Reid appeared to notice the princess’s reaction, and he gave her a little smile. Farah felt her heart nearly leap out of her chest, and his words began to sink in, making her heart pound even harder. Despite everyone else’s negativity toward this engagement, Reid said that he wanted their marriage to happen. He was overflowing with confidence, which was reassuring to the princess. Eltia had warned her not to let down her guard, but at that moment, the princess had likely done exactly that.


      Reid continued defending his arguments to both Elias and Norris, not showing any sign of backing down. He eventually beat Norris in a debate and even persuaded the king. To Farah, Reid was dependable, blindingly impressive, and handsome.


      When it was finally her turn to introduce herself to the Magnolian noble, she did her best to appear composed as she greeted him.


      “Your ears are moving,” her mother scolded her. “It’s indecent.”


      Farah gasped, not having realized her ears were moving, and she took a deep breath to calm herself down. As she did that, she came to a realization.


      I have feelings for Sir Reid...


      Reid continued his steady advance, proceeding to not only handle Rhesis like it was child’s play but also bravely challenge Asuna until the end of their match. As she was watching Reid perform in these matches, her heart began racing even faster.


      Then, the incident happened. The specifics were unclear, but Norris had made some terrible threats that infuriated Reid, resulting in a powerful spell being cast. The spell was of such a massive scale that everyone in attendance was terrified and trembling. What actually surprised Farah the most was not the magic but the fact that Reid’s attention was on Norris rather than the targets. She immediately understood what he was thinking, and before she knew it, she was running toward him.


      Reid shouted something, and Elias and Reiner, who had gotten there first, were thrown back by some kind of shock wave. Fear appeared on Farah’s face, but her desire to stop Reid was strong, and she continued running. It was only when she reached him that she noticed Rhesis was there as well. They exchanged looks and nodded to each other, then Farah hugged Reid from behind, desperately trying to persuade him to calm down. Even Asuna joined them by Reid’s side.


      Eventually, their heartfelt pleas got through to him, and Reid released the spell into the sky. The very next moment, a thunderous roar filled the air, terrifying the princess. Fortunately, Reid had taken Farah gently into his arms as if to protect her. As impressive as he was, that was an incredibly massive spell, and Reid seemed to have expended a significant amount of mana. He immediately lost consciousness.


      Elias and Reiner immediately ordered everyone there to never speak of the spell that Reid had just cast, then they rushed him inside the guest palace. Farah tagged along and spent every moment she could at his bedside. Day turned to night, and the only people with Reid in his room were Farah, Asuna, and Diana the bodyguard.


      There was a knock on the door, and Reiner entered. Farah learned that he’d come to check in on his son’s condition. Reiner seemed surprised to see that she and her bodyguard were there. The margrave asked the princess if they could speak alone, to which Farah agreed. Asuna and Diana both bowed before exiting the room, and once the door was closed, the room fell silent for a moment.


      “I apologize for all the worry my son has caused you,” Reiner said in a gentle voice.


      “Oh, there’s no need for an apology!” Farah replied. She hadn’t expected to be apologized to, and she quickly stood up from her chair at Reid’s bedside and politely said, “I should be the one to apologize. I’m very sorry.”


      The stern look on Reiner’s face softened slightly, and a kind look appeared on his face. “If I may be so bold to ask, what do you think of Reid, Your Highness?” he asked politely.


      “What?! Um, I...think he is quite wonderful...” Surprised once more by the margrave’s words, Farah did her best to maintain her composure as she answered. The princess herself wasn’t aware, but her ears were aggressively moving up and down.


      “I see,” Reiner replied, his tone still gentle. “That is a relief to hear. Reid has been enthusiastically telling me about how if he were to get the chance to marry you, he would do his very best to make you happy. I was hoping for his sake that you might feel even the slightest bit of fondness toward him, but it seems that my concern was unnecessary. Please keep this conversation a secret from Reid.”


      “Oh! Yes... I will...”


      Farah looked down after responding. Upon learning what Reid had said about her, her face had flushed bright red, and tears of happiness began welling in her eyes.


      No one really looked at Farah—not even her parents. She’d believed that her fiancé would be the same way, only viewing her as his partner in a political marriage. At the same time, she really felt that Reid was wonderful and was quite smitten with him. She couldn’t help but worry that he would be the same as the others, but he wasn’t. He’d cared about her from the very beginning, and when that realization set in, she began tearing up.


      Reiner noticed that something was off, but he remained silent. Farah took deep breaths to calm her emotions, wiped her tears, then smiled at Reiner.


      “Though nothing has been decided, if we do end up betrothed, I would also like to do my very best to make Sir Reid happy.”


      Reiner appeared quite happy as he smiled in response to her words. The atmosphere was immediately ruined when Farah was reminded of her mother, Eltia. Reiner noticed the change in her demeanor, and he adopted a look of concern.


      “Is something wrong, Your Highness? You seem slightly nervous.”


      “Oh, I apologize...”


      Can I tell him?


      Farah thought for a moment before making up her mind to share what was on her mind.


      “The truth is, my mother has always told me that I must marry into the imperial family of Magnolia. Even if I am given the chance to be betrothed to Sir Reid, I’m not sure if my mother would accept the engagement...”


      “I see. Well, in this case, it is up to our countries to decide. As rude as this may sound, Lady Eltia’s opinions carry no weight in this matter. I don’t think there is any need for concern, Your Highness.”


      While Reiner was right when it came to the objective issue at hand, Farah was also struggling because she wanted her mother to bless her marriage. She didn’t reply and just looked down. Reiner seemed to pick up on what was on the princess’s mind.


      “Speaking as a parent myself, it might be good to let Lady Eltia know how you feel, Your Highness.”


      “What do you mean by that?” she asked, unsure of the intention behind his suggestion.


      “It’s said that the opposite of love is not hatred but in fact disinterest. I have heard that Lady Eltia is quite rigorous when it comes to your education. Why do you think that is, Your Highness?”


      Farah shook her head, unsure of the answer.


      “It is definitely true that a proper education is necessary for someone going into a political marriage,” Reiner continued. “However, the lessons I hear you are involved in go beyond that. I believe that Lady Eltia has her reasons for requiring you to study such a variety of subjects.”


      “In other words, you’re suggesting that she is purposefully being strict about my education? I don’t understand why she would do that...”


      Farah couldn’t think of any motivation behind her mother’s words and actions. No matter how hard she racked her brain, she couldn’t find an answer. She looked up at Reiner with a troubled face, and the margrave cleared his throat before explaining.


      “Parents do not show love by simply being kind in all aspects of life,” Reiner said, looking down at his sleeping son with a kind gaze. “There are times where we must set aside our emotions and be strict with our children, even if that leads to them hating us. Our children are just that precious to us. I believe that sacrifice is how a parent truly shows their love.”


      “My...”


      This conversation with Reiner made Farah question everything she’d ever thought about her mother. She had always wanted the approval of her parents, but she hadn’t ever thought to consider her relationship with them from their perspective. Farah was visibly lost in thought.


      “It is already nightfall, Your Highness,” Reiner gently pointed out. “According to the physician, Reid will likely wake up tomorrow. Once he does, I’ll make sure he visits you, so you should retire for today.”


      “Yes, of course.”


      As Reiner suggested, Farah left the guest palace with Asuna. Upon their return to the royal residence, a soldier informed the princess that her mother would like to see her, so she immediately headed for Eltia’s chambers. As she made her way there, her conversation with Reiner replayed in her head, filling her with a strange emotion.


      ◇


      “You’re here. I’d like for you to step out, Asuna,” said Eltia.


      “Very well, my lady.”


      As soon as they arrived, Eltia had ordered Asuna to leave. Asuna bowed, glanced over at Farah with concern, then stepped out. Farah was now alone with her mother, and the air in the room felt heavy and tense.


      “Why were you out so late?” Eltia asked, her tone as cold as always.


      “I was at Sir Reid’s bedside, watching over him...”


      Eltia’s gaze sharpened into a glare. “You are to be married into the imperial family,” she snapped. “How could you stay with that unbelievable monster this late into the night? You must be more conscious of your position.”


      It was at that moment that, for the very first time, Farah felt angered by her mother’s words. She couldn’t forgive someone speaking that way about Reid, even if it was her own mother.


      “If I may, mother, though it has not been finalized, Sir Reid is my fiancé. Please do not speak of him in such a disrespectful manner.”


      “Do you think you are in a position to argue with me, Farah? Children should stay quiet and listen to their parents. You are to be wed to a member of the Magnolian imperial family. A monster like that would not make a suitable match for you. I will be asking His Majesty to rectify this situation myself.”


      Farah reminded herself of what Reiner had said.


      I don’t see how there can be love hidden behind my mother’s words. Do you, Sir Reiner?


      The princess was now furious with her mother, and she responded angrily, “Mother!!! That is a horrible thing to say! I have heard from Sir Reiner that though this union has been formed for political reasons, he will do everything he can to make sure I am happy!”


      “Do you really believe those words?” Eltia asked with a look of exasperation. “Magnolian nobles can be quite formidable. Have you considered that they are trying to manipulate you with their words? How naive of you to believe them. I’m ashamed of you, my child.”


      “You’re the one who is being naive, mother!!!” Farah continued, her anger still audible. “This was a decision made between our countries, so nothing you say will change father’s mind. Lord Norris proved that only moments ago. I... I...”


      “You what? If you want to say something, you need to speak clearly.”


      Tears formed in the princess’s eyes as she responded to her mother in a firm and clear tone. “I have feelings for Sir Reid. Nothing would make me happier than to marry him, so please take back what you said!!!”


      “How foolish. Letting your emotions control your behavior puts into question whether you are fit to be a princess.”


      Farah was now absolutely fuming, while also being thrown off by an anger she’d never known she had inside her. Still, she couldn’t forgive her mother’s words. Eltia noticed that her daughter’s anger wasn’t subsiding, and she let out an irritated sigh.


      “If you feel so strongly, then do as you please,” she said, her tone devoid of emotion. “However, from this day forward, I will no longer be your mother. I will no longer take any part in your life whatsoever, and you must also regard me as a stranger and forget about me. Is that understood?”


      It took several moments for the princess to process her mother’s words. She couldn’t believe her mother was so strongly opposed to her engagement to Reid. It also made her realize that she was still hoping that her mother would be the person she wished her to be. Despite everything, she still wanted to hear her mother say, “I hope your engagement to Sir Reid pans out.” That would probably never happen.


      Even if nothing had been finalized, Farah couldn’t forgive her mother speaking ill of the person she’d fallen for. “I understand, Lady Eltia. Starting today, I will no longer interact with you.”


      “Very well. That is all. Leave now, Princess Farah.”


      “Of course. Please excuse me.”


      Farah bowed to Eltia, then left the room. She immediately leaped into the arms of Asuna, who had been waiting outside, and began sobbing loudly, absolutely devastated.


      They returned to her room, where Farah continued to cry in Asuna’s arms. The princess eventually tired herself out and drifted into slumber.


      ◇


      The next morning, Farah woke up with a terrible look on her face. Asuna noticed that she’d risen and cautiously approached her.


      “How are you feeling, Your Highness?”


      “I’m all right. Thank you, Asuna.”


      The princess sounded despondent, which was quickly remedied by Asuna’s next statement.


      “Sir Reiner sent a message saying that Sir Reid has woken up and would like to visit. Shall I decline?”


      “What?! He wants to visit?”


      Farah recalled Reiner mentioning that something like this would happen, and after checking her appearance, she shouted to Asuna in a panic, “I must get ready quickly!!! Please help me, Asuna!!!”


      “Of course, Your Highness.”


      Asuna smiled, glad to see that Farah had slightly cheered up.


    


  



  

    

      Aiming to Construct the Ultimate Mansion


      I washed off at the onsen, got dressed, then headed for Farah’s room with Diana.


      “I am Reid Valdia,” I informed the guard stationed outside the royal residence. “I am here to visit with Her Highness Princess Farah Lenarute. I humbly request permission to enter.”


      “Very well,” the guard replied. “Please wait while I confirm with Her Highness.” He bowed and headed inside to let her know that I was here. Moments later, he returned. “Thank you very much for waiting. Please follow me inside.”


      “Thank you.”


      We made our way to Farah’s room, and while walking there, I took deep, long breaths.


      Upon arriving at her door, the soldier called out, “Sir Reid Valdia is here to see you, Your Highness. May we enter?”


      “Y-Yes, come in,” an adorable voice responded from the other side of the door.


      The soldier politely slid the door open, and with my anxiousness obvious on my face, I headed inside.


      “Excuse me.”


      Farah stood up to greet me. “Welcome, Sir Reid.”


      “Thank you for having me...” A storm of anxiety and embarrassment was swirling inside me, and I was having trouble speaking.


      Once Diana and I were both inside the room, Farah led us to an area furnished with sofa chairs and a table between them. She encouraged me to have a seat, and I obliged. Diana remained standing behind the sofa where I was seated. After we had settled into our spots, Asuna brought out some tea for Farah and me.


      “Please help yourself,” Asuna said. “The tea is hot, though, so please be careful.”


      “Thank you, Asuna.”


      She smiled before taking a step back to be on standby behind Farah, just as Diana was doing with me. The room fell silent, and an indescribable awkwardness and sense of embarrassment filled the air.


      Now that I think about it, this is the first time we’re actually having a proper conversation with one another.


      I decided to just go for it and say something. “My father told me what you did for me. Thank you for staying by my side so late into the night.” I remained seated while bowing to her, which seemed to fluster the princess.


      “Please raise your head, Sir Reid!” she said in a panic. “It was Norris’s fault. As he is a member of this court, I should be the one apologizing to you.”


      I lifted my head and saw that she was wearing a remorseful look.


      This is not headed anywhere good. I need to change the subject.


      “In that case, let this be the end of the matter,” I said, moving on to what was, to be fair, the main reason for my visit. “More importantly, I’m here today because I’d like to discuss something with you, Your Highness.”


      “What would you like to discuss?” Farah responded with a curious expression.


      I cleared my throat and asked formally, “Um, well, this is hypothetical, but...if you were to live in the Valdia Mark, what sort of home would you like to live in?”


      “What?! Um... That is...quite a bold question, Sir Reid.” Farah turned bright red, and her ears began moving up and down.


      Asuna let out a muffled laugh, desperately trying to suppress any further laughter.


      Is something wrong?


      I turned around to glance at Diana, who just looked exasperated. I had no idea what was going on, which was probably obvious from my confused expression, so Diana leaned in to explain.


      “To ask a noble lady, in this case a princess, to be exact, even as a hypothetical, what sort of home she would like to live in is no different from asking for her hand in marriage,” Diana whispered to me.


      “Oh!!!”


      Now that she’d mentioned it, it was true that there were no hypotheticals when it came to the affairs of nobles and royals. In fact, I was visiting Lenarute as an official prospective suitor to the princess. If it had been unintentional, it would have been terribly inconsiderate of me to do that. People in our positions only spoke of hypotheticals with the understanding that they were actually speaking of predetermined events, so the only way for her to interpret what I’d said was as a declaration of my intent to marry her.


      I felt like I could hear the steam coming from my head as my face burned bright red.


      Now that I think about it, it’s basically already decided that we’re getting married. It might just be news to the princess herself and those around her. I should steel myself and be honest with her.


      “Um, well, yes,” I said, my face still beet red. “You may interpret my words in that way! With my intentions in mind, I would like to know what sort of home you would like to live in, Princess Farah!!!”


      “Huh?! Um, I, um... Well, yes, all right!!!”


      Both Asuna and Diana were covering their mouths with their hands as though trying to suppress their reactions after seeing me take the plunge, driven by pure momentum. As for the princess herself, she was also flushed red, and her ears were moving up and down.
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      At this rate, the conversation wasn’t going to go anywhere, so I continued to explain my question to her.


      “Um...for example, would you want your home to resemble Lenarutian residences? Do you have any wishes for how the garden might look or any other requests like that?”


      “What?! Um, well... Is it all right if I request a room that has tatami flooring?”


      “Yes! Please do not be concerned about whether your request is possible,” I responded with a smile. “I would like to hear all of your wishes, Your Highness.”


      Farah slowly began sharing the details of what sort of space she wanted to live in. She wanted most of the familiar types of Lenarutian design, such as traditional Japanese rooms, Japanese-Western eclectic rooms, and a veranda. I asked if she would prefer sliding doors, and she said that hinged doors were fine for the exits and entrances.


      Over the course of our conversation, I was surprised to learn that Farah actually spent a lot of her time in rooms with a blend of Japanese and Western design. She’d become familiar with most aspects of Magnolian culture, and she was confident that she would have no problems even if she were to immediately move to the Valdia Mark. My eyes were wide with surprise at how impressive the education in Lenarute was.


      Seeing my expression seemed to put a pleased smile on the princess’s face.


      ◇


      After sharing several requests she had, Farah thought for a moment, then ended with one final request.


      “Lastly, I know it will be difficult, but I would very much like a home with a hot spring bath.”


      “Hm, well, I’d definitely like one too...”


      I could feel someone staring at me expectantly, and I slowly turned around, my eyes meeting Diana’s, which were shimmering with excitement.


      “Sir Reid, this is a request directly from Her Highness Princess Farah! How will you ever be able to call yourself a man if you do not vow to make this happen? Please, give Her Highness a satisfactory answer.”


      An indescribable look of disbelief washed over my face.


      Wow. It’s pretty rude of her to say I’ll never be a man if I can’t do this, but it’s fine. I don’t really mind.


      I turned back to face Farah and smiled. “I’m not sure if it’s possible, but I’m going to do my best to make it happen.”


      “I’m sorry for making such a difficult request,” Farah replied with an apologetic look. “Please do not push yourself too hard.”


      While the princess’s main concern was my well-being, I glanced behind me and saw that Diana was celebrating this win. Though she maintained a calm expression, her right hand was balled into a tight fist of suppressed excitement. I set aside my exasperation toward my bodyguard and turned my attention to Asuna.


      “Do you have any requests of your own, Asuna? Hypothetically speaking, of course, if Princess Farah were to move to the Valdia Mark, you would be coming too, right?”


      Asuna’s eyes widened with shock. She looked at Farah, who signaled with her eyes for her bodyguard to go ahead and answer. Asuna cleared her throat and said, “I would like a traditional Lenarutian room for the construction of my personal chambers. I do not have any preference when it comes to the bedding and furnishings. I am more concerned with having adequate training grounds. Actually, if possible, I would like to request that there be a dojo on the premises.”


      “A...dojo?” That was a request I had not been expecting. I was, of course, familiar with what a dojo was, but Diana didn’t seem to be. In order to confirm I had the right idea, I purposefully put on a look of confusion.


      “It is not a complicated structure,” Asuna said, proceeding to give a simple explanation. “It is a building that acts as an indoor training ground. Dojos make it possible to train rain or shine. I would greatly appreciate it if you could show Her Highness just how dependable you can be, Sir Reid, and fulfill this request.” Her eyes were sparkling with anticipation.


      She might actually be similar to Diana in personality.


      I glanced behind me and saw that Diana’s curiosity was indeed piqued by the concept of a dojo. Farah looked apologetic on Asuna’s behalf, but not so much that she was trying to stop her.


      I let out a sigh of resignation and said, “Very well. I don’t know if it’ll be possible, but I’ll give my best effort to make it happen.”


      “I expected no less from the lord Her Highness has placed her confidence in.” Asuna replied, balling her fist in a similar manner to my own bodyguard’s earlier reaction.


      Diana seemed to be pondering something, then said, “This would be a good opportunity to get some insight from Danae and Sir Garren. The people who will be preparing the mansion for Her Highness will be staff like them, so I am sure they will be able to contribute some helpful ideas.”


      “I see. You make a great point. In that case, I’ll take into consideration all of the requests I’ve heard here today, as well as what the members of our staff think we should do.” I figured that was enough about Farah’s future residence for now, but the princess had one more thing to bring up.


      “This is not about the residence itself, but would it be possible to bring cherry blossom trees from Lenarute to the Valdia Mark?”


      “There are cherry blossom trees in Lenarute?” I asked. I had no idea they had them here!


      Farah nodded and replied, “Yes, but it is understandable that you wouldn’t know of them. They say that cherry blossom trees only grow in Lenarute. The trees produce lovely flowers, and when they are in bloom, we have a custom known as flower viewing, where we sit under the trees and enjoy the flowers while having a meal. I’ve never gotten to participate myself, so I was hoping that I could do so with you—I mean, with your family, Sir Reid...”


      Farah’s face flushed red and her ears began moving up and down once more. I was also observant enough to pick up on what she had initially tried to say.


      If I don’t agree to that now, I feel like I’m going to seem like a good-for-nothing failure of a man.


      I wasn’t sure how things would actually go, but I smiled and said, “I understand. I would also like to partake in flower viewing with you, Your Highness. I will do everything I can to bring cherry blossom trees to the mark.”


      “Thank you very much!!!” Farah replied ecstatically.


      Now that I’d heard the requests of the parties here, all that was left to do was to return to the Valdia Mark. Once we settled on a plan, I would present it in its entirety to my father. It would be unfortunate if we couldn’t make everything happen, but I could make some cuts to fit the important features into the budget.


      “Thank you for sharing, Your Highness. I’m not sure how much of it I will be able to make happen, but I’m going to give it my best effort.”


      “Of course,” Farah replied, then her joy turned into concern. “But please do not push yourself too hard.”


      This time, both our bodyguards were in high spirits as the princess worried about my well-being. It was time to move on to the next topic.


      “Yes, I promise to be reasonable in my efforts. On another note, I actually have a request for you, Your Highness. I would like to visit the castle town, and I was hoping to get your help to do so.”


      Diana’s expression immediately changed. “Absolutely not, Sir Reid. You will stand out far too much dressed like that. It’s possible that someone like Norris might target you while you are in town.”


      “I know, but I’m wondering if there’s anything I can do about that.”


      We’d traveled all this way to Lenarute, and because of Norris, I couldn’t get my father’s permission to go out and visit the castle town. I could roam freely within the castle grounds, since there were people watching out for me. If I went out around town, I would not only stand out, I would be making myself an easy target. There was risk associated with going into town, which was why I’d wanted to ask Farah and Asuna for help, but it seemed it was going to be a difficult request.


      I was about to give up and think of another way to get what I wanted, but I noticed that Farah seemed to be deep in thought.


      Does she have a solution to this situation?


      Farah slowly opened her mouth and said, “Lady Diana, would it be all right for Sir Reid to go out if he were able to hide his identity?”


      “Well, Your Highness, that would definitely lower the risk, so it might be all right...” Since she was speaking to a princess, Diana was a bit reserved in her response, unable to say no outright.


      Farah’s face lit up with excitement, and she proudly announced her idea to us as if she’d had the revelation of the century. “I think Sir Reid should go out as a maid!!!”


      “Huh?” Diana and I both replied, stunned.


      Asuna, still standing behind the princess, had a look of resignation as she let out a deep sigh.


      Soon after, I would be regretting my decision to come to Farah for help.


    


  



  

    

      Side Story: Nanalie’s Fears


      One day, Reiner and Reid were both visiting Nanalie’s room. Reiner excused the maids who were always standing by, and they bowed before exiting their mistress’s room. Reiner then turned to face his wife, adopting a formal countenance while maintaining a kind gaze.


      “How are you feeling, Nanalie? Are you hurting anywhere in particular?”


      “I’m doing well,” she assured him. “Thanks to the medicine you’ve both provided, my symptoms have become much milder.” She took the medicine sitting on her bedside table into her hand and stared at it with a sentimental look. “This medicine is truly amazing.”


      Nanalie Valdia, Reiner’s wife, was currently battling an illness known as mana depletion disorder. This was a fatal illness that gradually drained all of a person’s mana, consuming their life force. There was no known treatment or cure for the disease, so it was considered terminal.


      When Nanalie had first fallen ill, her husband, Reiner, had desperately fought to save her. Upon failing, his inability to face reality had led him to distance himself from Nanalie for some time. It was during that difficult time that their son, Reid Valdia, had succeeded in developing a treatment: a medicine that could restore one’s mana. Though Nanalie had suffered a close call, thanks to her son’s drug and her husband’s quick thinking, she had managed to survive.


      Now, thanks to taking a set dose of the medicine on a daily basis, she was feeling better these days. Upon reflecting on her recent condition, she was once again filled with a deep appreciation for both her husband and child.


      Realizing that she’d been lost in thought, Nanalie gasped and turned her attention back to the others. “I’m sorry! I got a bit distracted. So, what brings you two here today?”


      Reiner and Reid looked at each other, both seeming uncomfortable. Reiner awkwardly cleared his throat and began speaking in a heavy-hearted tone. “The truth is, it’s been decided that Reid will be getting married. We came here today to report the news to you.”


      Nanalie immediately understood the meaning of her son’s impending marriage, and she acknowledged her husband’s words with a serious look and a nod. “I see. Considering both his age and the standard order of events, there would usually be an engagement period. Will he be diving straight into a marriage?”


      “Yes, he will,” Reiner replied. “Reid will be betrothed to the first princess of our neighboring Kingdom of Lenarute. This is not only a command from His Royal Majesty but a matter that relates to the relationship between our countries, so we cannot refuse. The princess will be marrying into our family. I apologize for burdening you while you’re battling your illness.”


      Upon hearing what Reiner had to say, Nanalie immediately had a nearly complete grasp of the situation. This marriage was a decision made by two countries and ordered by the emperor. Additionally, the princess of Lenarute was going to marry into their family, one that held the peerage of margrave, not the imperial family. Nanalie believed that for some reason, the princess had been offered to Magnolia as a hostage.


      She maintained the serious look on her face as she turned to Reid. “Are you prepared to welcome the princess of Lenarute as your wife, Reid? Do you understand why a princess is marrying into our family, a margrave’s family?”


      This wasn’t his usual kind and gentle mother. Reid was stunned to see her carrying herself in such a dignified and graceful manner, and his own expression became serious as well.


      “Yes, mother. Father asked me the same thing as well. I am ready, and I understand.”


      “I see. You mustn’t forget those words. You must be considerate of the position that the princess is in and protect her—just like you made this medicine for me. Promise me that you will look after her.”


      Though her tone was kind, she maintained her firm demeanor as she looked into his eyes. She didn’t know the details, but Reid was going to be taking a foreign princess as his wife, effectively making the girl a hostage of the empire. They would likely face various hurdles in their future. Some could see her treatment of her young son as harsh, but Nanalie was confident that Reid, being her and Reiner’s son, would do just fine. It was for that reason that she had purposefully spoken as if to challenge him, to test how he would respond, and his reply reassured her that he would be all right.


      Nanalie’s expression relaxed back into a smile, and a mischievous grin appeared on Reid’s face.


      “Of course, mother. I hope that one day the princess and I will be like you and father, supporting each other and starting a loving family.”


      “My,” Nanalie said with a giggle. “I won’t forget those words, Reid. It is a wonderful mindset to have.” She couldn’t help but smile at the adorable look on her son’s face as he bashfully teased her. She turned her attention to husband and said, “Did you hear that, Reiner? We are setting an example for our children. It seems we have to be careful not to do anything shameful.”


      Reiner looked exasperated as he let out a sigh of resignation. “Don’t tease me, Nanalie... Also, you always say more than you need to, Reid.”


      “What?!” Reid exclaimed. “I only said what I really think! What’s wrong with that?”


      “My, my,” Nanalie remarked, giggling.


      Reiner and Reid both noticed her amusement, and they seemed to find the situation similarly comical. The three proceeded to laugh together for a bit before settling down.


      “It’s been a while since I’ve laughed so much,” Nanalie admitted.


      “I’m glad to see you laughing again,” Reiner replied with an uncharacteristic smile.


      Despite the heartwarming scene unfolding before him, Reid chided his father. “You forgot an important detail, father.”


      “Oh, you’re right.” Reiner cleared his throat, then adopted a formal look once more while facing his wife. “Going back to the topic of Reid’s marriage, Reid and I will be visiting Lenarute in the near future. Though we’ll be gone, Garren and Sandra will be looking after you. I’ve also informed our knights to increase security during our absence, so you have nothing to worry about.”


      “My, that is sudden...” Nanalie looked down, thinking deeply about something. Reiner and Reid both became concerned, but it wasn’t long before she lifted her head and faced Reid. “How much of my medicine can you prepare, Reid?”


      “What? Oh, um, at the very least, we’ve finished making what you’ll need during our absence, so you have nothing to worry about, mother!” he answered proudly. “We’ve even prepared extra, should anything happen.”


      Nanalie fell silent once more and began mulling something over, then she whispered to herself, “That should suffice.”


      “What’s wrong, Nanalie?” Reiner asked, concerned for his wife. “Is there anything you’re nervous about regarding our trip?”


      “Oh, no, I’m all right. I was just thinking that if this visit is regarding Reid’s marriage, then it would constitute an official meeting of the families. It would be wrong for me, his mother, to not be present at such an important meeting. I will be fine as long as I have my medicine, so I will be coming as well.”


      Reiner and Reid both were dumbstruck by her suggestion. After being stunned for several moments, both of their faces turned red as they loudly objected.


      “You most certainly will not!!!”


      “Not a chance, mother!!!”


      This time Nanalie was dumbstruck. As her husband and son burned with fury, she cautiously opened her mouth. “You...both really surprised me! Anyway, I’m feeling much better these days, so there is no need for you both to be so vehemently opposed...”


      “You cannot come, Nanalie!!!”


      “You can’t come, mom!!!”


      Nanalie continued to argue over why her presence was required, but they both continued to insist that her life was more important than any meeting between families. In the end, she agreed to remain at home in the Valdia Mark.


      After being thoroughly scolded by both her husband and son, Nanalie was in low spirits for reasons completely unrelated to her illness.


      ◇


      “We’ll be heading out to Lenarute now, mother!” Reid said cheerfully with a wide grin.


      “I wish you safe travels, Reid,” Nanalie replied with a smile. She turned to her husband next and, with a slightly worried look, said, “Please take care of him, my dear.”


      “I will. Don’t worry about us. Just look after yourself, Nanalie.” Though he didn’t let it show, Reiner’s concern for his wife’s well-being was palpable from the tension in the air.


      Today was the day that Reiner and Reid were departing for Lenarute. Because of her illness, Nanalie was still on bed rest, so the two had come to her room to say goodbye. As the three of them were exchanging farewells, there was a soft knock on the door.


      “Are you here, brother?” an adorable voice called out. “You promised to read me a story before you leave.”


      “Oh, that’s right,” Reid remarked. “The time passed so quickly. In that case, please excuse me first, mother, father.” Reid bowed to his parents, then exited the room.


      He apologized to Meredy as the two of them made their way to another room. Nanalie and Reiner watched with pleased smiles.


      “Reid really has changed,” Nanalie commented. Then, her expression suddenly grew serious, and she turned to her husband, concerned. “I assume there are various circumstances surrounding Reid’s marriage to the Lenarutian princess. While I understand that, please be extra cautious, dear. I hope you’ll protect him enough for the both of us.”


      “Of course. He’s our son, and I know how important he is to you. I promise to protect him, no matter what. I want you to be assured of that while you wait for us to return.”


      The couple looked into each other’s eyes, and the tension in the air turned saccharine. Their faces drew closer and closer, until...the door suddenly swung open.


      “Father! Mother! Let’s all read together!!!”


      “Mer!!!” Reid exclaimed. “You can’t just open the door without knocking!!!”


      Reiner and Nanalie were surprised by the sudden intrusion, and they froze in place. Reid picked up on what he and his sister had interrupted, and he seemed to feel awkward, looking apologetic. Meredy paid no mind to her brother and stared at her parents in confusion, then proceeded to ask about the scene playing out in front of her.


      “Father? Mother? Are you doing a kiss?”


      Flabbergasted by his daughter’s question, Reiner broke into a coughing fit. He scrambled for a response, then noticed the picture book in her hand and remembered what she’d said upon barging into the room. “More importantly, it’s story time, right?! I should participate every once in a while. Come here and I’ll read to you!”


      “Whaaat?! Father’s reading today?! Yaaay!!!”


      Meredy was overcome with excitement and immediately ran to Reiner. Nanalie’s blushing had subsided by now, and Reiner sat beside her on her bed with Meredy on his lap.


      “Hee hee, it’s the best seat in the house!” his daughter declared with an adorable smile.


      The margrave couldn’t help but smile back at her, and Reid silently made his way over to join the rest of his family on his mother’s bed.


      “Why are you also sitting down?” Reiner asked.


      “Well, it’s such a rare opportunity to see you reading, father. I would like to get a seat for this show as well. You don’t mind, do you, mother?”


      “I think it’s wonderful,” Nanalie replied with a giggle. “I think it’s important for us to spend time together like this every now and then.”


      Nanalie, Reid, and Meredy all turned to look at Reiner expectantly, which put an indescribable look on the margrave’s face. Resigning himself to his fate, he cleared his throat and began reading the picture book in a manner they were unaccustomed to.


      After reading several books, it was time for Reiner and Reid to head out, so they exited Nanalie’s room. Meredy left with them, insisting that she would see them off.


      Alone in her room, Nanalie looked out the window at the band of carriages and prayed they would reach Lenarute safely.


      ◇


      Several days after Reiner and Reid had departed for Lenarute, Meredy was in Nanalie’s room, where Nanalie was reading her a story. Prior to her current medication regimen, Nanalie hadn’t had the capacity to read to her children, but now she was gradually able to do more, including participating in story time.


      Once Nanalie finished the book, she noticed that Meredy had an uncharacteristically troubled look on her face.


      “Is something wrong, Mer?” she gently asked her daughter. “Did you have a hard time understanding the story?”


      “No... Can I ask a question, mother?”


      “Go ahead,” Nanalie replied with a smile. “What would you like to ask?”


      “Big brother has a little sister—me—right? Why don’t I have a little brother or sister?”


      “What...?”


      Nanalie was completely taken aback by the unexpected question. Meredy had never indicated in the slightest that she’d been questioning her lack of younger siblings. Unsure of how to respond, Nanalie took a moment to think before carefully responding.


      “Well...you know that I’ve been sick, right? When a mother is sick, babies want her to get better, so they wait to come into the world.”


      “Oooh. Does that mean when you get better, I’ll get a little brother or sister?”


      “What?! Um, well, that is possible, yes.”


      While Mer was grinning widely at her mother’s response, Nanalie herself was flushed red with an indescribable expression on her face.


      The very next moment, there was a knock on the door.


      “Lady Sandra is here to administer your medicine and examine you, Lady Nanalie,” Danae said from the hall. “May I show her in?”


      “Of course. Please come in,” Nanalie replied, then turned her attention to Mer. “I’m sorry, Mer. I have to be examined. I’ll see you later.”


      “Okaaay. Get better soon, mother! I can’t wait to have a little brother or sister!!!”


      “Um...yes, of course.”


      Mer bowed to her mother, then ran off toward Danae, who was waiting outside, and the two left. Nanalie warmly watched her daughter as she took off, then turned her attention to Sandra, who’d entered the room.


      “Lady Meredy seemed quite happy as she left,” Sandra remarked. “Did she get some good news?”


      Sandra was well-versed in magic and Reid had worked with her to develop the mana restoration drug that Nanalie now relied on. She was also Reid’s magic instructor. When it came to Nanalie’s mana depletion disorder, her knowledge of magic had positioned her as the margravine’s primary physician. Over the course of their frequent meetings, Sandra and Nanalie had naturally grown closer. Even so, this particular instance was an event that Nanalie couldn’t help but feel awkward about.


      “Yes, you could say that,” Nanalie replied. “I let her know that I’m slowly getting better, which made her very happy.”


      “I see. Your mana stores have definitely increased quite a bit, but we still can’t let our guard down. Well then, shall we begin the examination?”


      “Please, go right ahead.”


      Sandra proceeded to do a thorough examination of Nanalie’s physical condition and mana levels, and she took notes in her chart.


      Sandra was just about done when Nanalie asked, “Do you have some time after this, Sandra?”


      “Hm? Yes, I do.”


      Nanalie asked the maid on standby to give the two of them the room. Once Nanalie and Sandra were alone, she slowly began to speak.


      “I... I absolutely despise this illness, this mana depletion disorder. I hate it so much, I can’t bear it. It came out of nowhere, with no warning whatsoever. It’s not only affected me—my husband and children have suffered deep grief because of it.”


      “I can only imagine how difficult it has been...” Sandra replied, nodding seriously.


      Nanalie balled her hands into fists, her grip so tight that she was shaking. She inhaled deeply through her nose, then exhaled. She fell silent for a moment as tears of frustration welled up in her eyes, suppressing the urge to cry before continuing.


      “On top of all of that, I’m unable to be present for my son’s very first big moment out in the world, where he’s going to meet his fiancée and future in-laws. I can’t stand by my husband as the margravine, nor can I stand by my son as his mother. I’m unable to fulfill duties in either of my roles, which frustrates me to no end. Sandra, please tell me...what can I do to overcome this illness faster?!”


      “Well...”


      Nanalie’s suddenly menacing demeanor left Sandra struggling to respond, because they hadn’t yet found a cure to mana depletion disorder. The drug she had developed with Reid only worked to treat the symptoms, not the root of the problem. At the same time, she knew why Reid had departed for Lenarute. Part of the reason for his trip was indeed his marriage, but that wasn’t all. Sandra struggled with whether she should reveal what she knew but ultimately decided that she would.


      Sandra took a deep breath and carefully answered Nanalie’s question. “Unfortunately, at this point in time, we do not have a cure for mana depletion disorder. Even the medicine only works to alleviate symptoms, so it will not be able to fully cure you.”


      “I thought that might be the case...”


      Nanalie had been informed that it would be quite difficult to try to cure her illness using only the mana restoration medicine, but she’d had to ask one more time. She couldn’t help but look down dejectedly.


      To her surprise, Sandra continued, her tone firm and reassuring. “Please do not worry, my lady. There is actually another reason for Sir Reiner and Sir Reid’s trip to Lenarute. This must remain between us, but Sir Reid believes that there is an ingredient in Lenarute that will lead to a complete cure of mana depletion disorder. I have heard that this trip was set up because he persuaded Sir Reiner using that information.”


      Nanalie lifted her head, shocked by this reveal. “What?! I-I haven’t heard anything about that. Why wouldn’t they tell me?”


      “I believe it’s because they aren’t certain that they will find the ingredient. There is a high possibility that it exists but no guarantee. They probably didn’t want to get your hopes up when they weren’t certain they’d get the right results.”


      Nanalie didn’t know how to respond. It was true that people were prone to getting their hopes up, and having those hopes crushed filled them with more despair than they’d had before ever having hope. This conversation reaffirmed for Nanalie that her husband and her son truly cared for her. Her frustration disappeared, and she was now instead tearing up out of happiness, knowing how loved she was.


      Seeing that put a smile on Sandra’s face. “I’m sure you have a lot going through your mind, but Sir Reiner and Sir Reid are working desperately to find a cure. Since they are the ones working on this, I believe they will find a clue to the cure for your illness. That is why I decided to tell you. We must be ready when they come up with a solution, so I believe it would be best for us to focus as much as possible on your current treatment.”


      “You’re right... Thank you, Sandra. I now know what I need to be doing. I no longer feel frustrated with myself. I’m going to trust in my beloved family and continue fighting.”


      Nanalie turned to look out her window and thought, I love you, my dear. And you, Reid. I will trust you both and wait. All I ask is that you do not strain yourselves.


      She now had a renewed resolve to fight her disease for the sake of her family.


      ◇


      Sandra had concluded her exam, and she and Nanalie were now engaged in some friendly conversation. Suddenly, the door was flung open, and an adorable voice filled the room.


      “Mother! When is my little brother or sister coming?!”


      “Huh?” The two women were taken aback by Meredy’s outburst.


      “Lady Meredy!” Danae called out, chasing after her. “You mustn’t barge into rooms like that!!!”


      Meredy ignored Danae and continued. “You’re done with your treatment, right, mother? Since you’re better, I’m going to have a brother or sister, right?”


      “What?!” Nanalie exclaimed in, thoroughly flustered as she turned bright red.


      Meredy likely had no idea of the implication of her words, while everyone else had indescribably awkward expressions because they did understand.


      Meredy tilted her head adorably in confusion.


    


  



  

    

      Side Story: The Monsters in the Evil Forest Part 2


      Recently, a strange pair of monsters had been spotted in the Evil Forest of Lenarute: a shadow cougar, which was a powerful and solitary monster, and a slime, the weakest of all monsters. It was obvious to anyone observing them that the two creatures were fond of one another, to the point that they were rumored to be mates, or rather, a couple.


      The pair of monsters was secretly rising in fame among adventurers who were curious to see this unusual phenomenon. Unfortunately for the monsters, things that were uncommon could be used as a spectacle, a product to make money. People driven by such greed would eventually appear, as that was the way of the world.


      ◇


      The shadow cougar, or large cat, and the slime had now been cohabitating for several moons. When they began living together, the two monsters had lived deep inside the forest, but out of the cat’s concern for the slime, they had moved. They now lived in an area that was closer to the edge of the forest on the Lenarutian side, which had relatively weaker enemies. The development of this relationship had been unusual.


      At first, the cat thought of its companion as nothing more than a strange slime, but over time, that impression changed. One day, out of nowhere, the two monsters gained the ability to communicate through the slime’s magic, after which the cat began to treat the slime with more care and came to feel that the slime was special. Through their conversations, they grew even closer.


      It was at this point in their relationship that they came across a pair of shadow cougar mates. Perhaps inspired by those monsters, the slime harbored a strong desire to take on the same form as the large cat.


      “I wish I could look more like you, Mister Cat...” it muttered with a sigh, as it often did.


      “That would be nice,” the cat replied, despite not believing it to be possible. It jokingly continued with a bashful smile, saying, “If you turn out cute, I’ll make you my wife.”


      It was already incredible that the slime could use magic that allowed the two monsters to communicate. The cat figured that hoping the slime could also transform would be wishing for too much. Though the cat had zero expectation that the slime’s desire would come true, the slime was overjoyed by its response.


      “Do you mean that?” the slime asked, audibly excited. “If I can make myself look like you, you’ll make me your wife? We can become mates?”


      The cat hadn’t expected the slime to react with such enthusiasm, and the feline monster slightly recoiled. It looked away bashfully and cleared its throat.


      “Y-Yeah. I always keep my word.”


      “Okay! Then it’s a promise!!!”


      One day, some time after the cat had made its promise to the slime, the cat returned home from hunting to find the slime bursting with excitement. The slime desperately wanted to show it something.


      “Watch me!!!”


      The cat had no idea what its companion was trying to do, and it tilted its head, wondering what the slime was up to with an inquisitive look. The very next moment, the slime began to transform. Its body began changing shape, as if it were a piece of clay, sculpting itself into a new form. As it began to take form, it took on a color and sprouted fur. The transformation finally finished, and the slime now looked like a white shadow cougar.


      “How do I look?” it asked. “Since your fur is black, I thought I’d make mine white.”


      The slime’s original form had no expressions, but in the form of a white shadow cougar, it had become an expressive monster. It wore a bashful expression, and its cheeks were flushed.


      The cat just stared, wide-eyed with surprise and stunned. Once it finally managed to respond, the only words it could get out were, “Very good...”


      “What was that?” The slime hadn’t heard the cat’s reply, and it looked at the feline monster in confusion.


      The cat finally came to its senses and scrambled to answer. “Oh, it was nothing! You, um, look cute...”


      “Really?!” The slime now wore a beaming smile. “In that case, do you remember what you promised me not too long ago?”


      “Pr... Promised...?”


      The slime came closer to the cat, its face flushed even more, then it looked up at the feline monster with an adorable, pleading gaze. The cat reflexively took a step backward while frantically going through its memories. It wasn’t long before it remembered, and a look of realization set in—it had promised that if the slime could transform to match the cat’s appearance, the cat would make it its wife, turning the pair into mates.


      “You don’t remember?” the slime asked. The time it was taking for the cat to respond prompted it to sadly look away.


      “I remember, I remember!!!” the cat assured it in a panic. “I...promised that if you could transform, we would become mates... That I would...make you my wife, right?”


      “Yeah. I’m guessing you’ve changed your mind...” The slime seemed disappointed, and it was still looking down.


      The cat took this time to properly take in the slime’s new form. Even knowing that it was the work of magic, it found the white shadow cougar incredibly charming and beautiful. But what stuck out even more than the slime’s appearance was that it cared so deeply for the cat and had worked hard to make this possible. The cat wanted to reward it for all of its efforts.


      On top of that, the cat had already decided that, as long as the slime would allow it, it would spend its life with the slime and protect it. Despite its strong feelings for the slime and the fact that they could communicate through magic, they were still different species, so the cat had been under the assumption that friendship was the only relationship they could have. With that assumption gone, the cat reflected on how it felt about the slime.


      So what if we’re different species or if we look different? My heart is drawn to the slime. That’s more than I need to come up with an answer.


      A serious look appeared on the cat’s face as it stared into the slime’s eyes. “My mind’s been made up. I want to be your mate, Slime. Will you be my wife?”


      The slime gasped and looked up at the cat, tears welling in its eyes. “Really? I know I’m the one who asked for this, but you know I’m a slime, right? Is this really what you want?”


      “It is. Like I said, I always keep my word. Actually, I should’ve asked you to become my wife a lot sooner. No matter what you look like, from now on, you’re my mate, Slime. That’s okay with you, right?”


      “Yes, absolutely!!! I love you, Mister Cat!”


      With that, this unusual pair—a shadow cougar and a slime—quietly began their new life as a couple.


      ◇


      Some time passed since the cat and the slime became mates. The two creatures lived a very peaceful life. The cat would go hunting, and the slime would keep their den clean. Occasionally, the pair would go out to explore the areas of the forest close to their home base, or the cat would give the slime lessons in self-defense.


      However, recently, the cat had begun to feel a disturbing presence in the forest. The source of that disturbance turned out to be some shady humans who had been visiting the areas near the couple’s home. As a monster living in the Evil Forest, the cat wasn’t particularly fearful of humans. It could easily strike back if it was attacked, but most humans seemed to know how strong shadow cougars were, and they wouldn’t attack it in the first place.


      The cat knew that humans weren’t dangerous because of their strength but rather because of the troublesome human trait of “intelligence.” That was why it was wary of the humans who had been visiting this area. Humans sometimes valued things that were worthless to the monsters, so it was best for a monster to keep its guard up around humans—especially since humans possessed an intense greed that monsters could not understand. For those reasons, the cat had been teaching the slime how to flee and how to fight.


      Amid such concerns, the cat was about to leave for the day to hunt, as it usually did.


      “See you later,” the cat said. “Watch out for any humans, okay?”


      “Yes, I know,” the slime replied.


      The slime spent most of its time presenting as a white shadow cougar. Though they no longer lived in the dangerous depths of the forest, the area around their den was still home to many other monsters, and a slime made for an easy target. As a precaution, it maintained its transformation.


      The cat and the slime brought their faces together, nuzzling their cheeks against each other’s. Then, the feline monster left the den, made itself appear bigger by taking a battle stance, and ran off into the depths of the forest. The slime, still in the den, began cleaning for the day.


      ◇


      Not long after the slime had begun cleaning, it heard footsteps outside the den. It wondered if the cat had disappeared, but then it realized that it didn’t hear its mate’s voice and there was an unfamiliar presence. The slime remained on guard while poking its head out to inspect its surroundings. The very next moment, something grabbed it by its neck and pulled it out of the den.


      Ow! What’s going on?!


      The frightened slime was surrounded by three shady-looking humans. The group was made up of a short man, a tall and lanky man, and an extremely muscular man. Vulgar grins spread over all three of their faces when they looked at the monster they had captured, which struck the slime with a chilling fear.


      The slime immediately transformed back into its original form and escaped the short man’s grasp, only to be immediately captured by the tall man and trapped in a clear box. The trio cackled, and their cruel laughter reverberated through the forest.


      Terrified, the slime silently prayed, Help me, Mister Cat...


      ◇


      The cat was on its way home from a successful hunt when it heard a familiar voice.


      “Huh?! Was that Slime’s voice?! Don’t tell me...”


      It tossed aside the prey it had been carrying in its mouth and rushed to its den, where the slime was awaiting its return. Sadly, its companion was nowhere to be found, and the feline monster instead returned home to find the footsteps of several humans scattered across the area. Enraged, the cat let out a battle cry that echoed through the forest. It picked up the lingering scents and took off to chase the humans who had kidnapped its beloved wife.


      In another area of the forest, the men who had captured the slime all stopped in their tracks, shocked by the booming roar they could hear echoing from far away. That surprise only lasted a moment, and they quickly resumed their vulgar snickering. They placed the box with the slime on the ground and waited for the cat to arrive.


      As it drew closer to its targets, the cat sensed that the humans had stopped moving. Remaining cautious, it sped up to reach its destination. Once it was close, the cat erased its presence, and with stealthy, nimble motions, it slowly moved to a spot where it had a view of the humans.


      The humans were in a small clearing with nowhere to hide, and the slime was trapped in a transparent box. The moment it saw its captive mate, the cat’s rage reached a boiling point. Even so, it maintained its composure and carefully observed the three humans. There was a small one, a big one, and a tall one. The smartest plan of attack would be to take down the small one, then the tall one, and finally the big one. With a strategy in mind, the cat locked onto its targets with a hunter-like expression it would usually never show the slime.


      Moments later, the small man let out a yawn, and the cat made its move. It instantly leaped onto the small man, sending him flying with a blow to his body.


      “Aaagh!” the man cried in pain.


      The cat immediately glared at its targets and furiously roared, and the forest reverberated with its thundering cry. The humans recoiled for a moment, but they immediately lunged forward and charged at the cat. The tall man and the big man were much quicker on their feet than it had expected, but they were no match for the feline monster. The cat quickly pinned them to the ground, but just as it was about to deliver the fatal blows to its enemies, the small man’s voice rang out.


      “Look what I’ve got, you piece of shit cat!!!”


      The cat turned around, and the small man was holding a sword up to the transparent box confining the slime. To make matters worse, there was a horrible odor emanating from the blade. It was a familiar smell—the venom of a green snake, a monster that the cat had faced many times. It didn’t affect shadow cougars all that much, but it was deadly to a slime. The cat’s face twisted in frustration and anger, and a heinous grin spread across the small man’s face.


      “Heh heh, I guess you’re pretty smart after all. You two, rough it up so it’s nice and weak. I don’t want it fighting back when we slap a collar on its neck.”


      Following the small man’s orders, the tall man and the big man got back up on their feet and began attacking the cat to weaken it. The cat remained undaunted and continued glaring at the small man, its face twisted with wrath. Eventually, the men concluded that it would be difficult to weaken the cat and ordered it to shrink itself. The cat understood the human’s orders, and with its companion taken hostage, it had no choice but to obey. The cat shrank itself down, and immediately after, the men put a collar around its neck.


      The collar seemed to have special properties, and the cat lost its ability to control its mana. The men’s snickers filled the forest, and now both the slime and the cat had been captured.


      “I’m so sorry, Mister Cat,” the slime apologized, its voice trembling. “This is all my fault...”


      “No, it’s not. For now, all I need is for you to be all right. I guarantee that there’ll be a chance for us to escape. Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.”


      The cat spoke in a gentle tone to reassure its wife. The humans were completely unaware of the monsters’ conversation as they transported them to the mansion of the infamous Lenarutian noble, Mullen Condroy.


      Down the road, the two monsters would come across a human child with strange powers, but that was a story for another time...


    


  



  

    

      Side Story: How the Tale Began—The Meeting of Reiner Valdia and Nanalie Ronamis Part 2


      “Mnn, nngh...” Reiner groaned. “It’s morning already? Urgh, my head hurts. I overdid it last night...”


      Reiner woke up that morning in the Valdias’ imperial capital residence suffering from a terrible hangover. Though his head was aching, this hangover was a result of the incredible twist of fate that had led to the events of the previous night, so he wasn’t bothered by it.


      “I never would’ve guessed that the noblewoman from that day would turn out to be my fiancée, Nanalie Ronamis,” Reiner muttered to himself with a chuckle. Sentimentality washed over him as he thought back to everything that had happened until yesterday.


      Reiner Valdia was the only son of Margrave Aester Valdia. He was currently living in the imperial capital rather than the Valdia Mark so he could network and learn the skills required for a lord to manage their territory. While living in the Valdias’ capital residence, he spent his days diligently working as the adviser to the crown prince, Arwin Magnolia.


      It was during this busy time in his life that Reiner received a letter from his parents informing him that they had arranged a marriage for him and that they would be traveling to the capital to join him in meeting his future wife. At first, Reiner wasn’t sure about the idea of marriage. He eventually came to the conclusion that getting married would be a way for him to thank his parents. Thus, he decided to make an earnest effort to make the marriage successful.


      On the day of their meeting, Reiner and his parents set out for the home of the Ronamis family, where he finally met his fiancée, Nanalie Ronamis. Reiner found himself speechless. He had likely fallen in love with her at first sight.


      That wasn’t the only surprise that day. Their conversation revealed that Reiner had once saved her from a scoundrel without ever knowing who she was. On that occasion, Nanalie had happened to overhear his name, and she had been searching for him ever since.


      As their conversation progressed, Reiner realized that Nanalie was romantically interested in him. He had already been smitten the moment he’d laid eyes on her, so he had absolutely no reason to turn down the offer of marriage. In fact, before he could fully realize what he was doing, he was formally asking for her hand on the spot, which Nanalie happily accepted. Their parents were overjoyed to hear that everything had worked out, and the two families decided to keep the night going at the Ronamises’ home and imbibe some celebratory drinks.


      “I know my father can hold his liquor, but I had no idea that Count Tristan would be such a heavyweight as well. From now on, I’m going to have to be more careful about pacing myself when drinking with them...”


      Aester, Reiner’s father, was famous for being able to drink anyone under the table. Reiner believed his father had passed that trait down to him, because he had rarely ever gotten intoxicated while indulging in alcohol. Believing in his ability to hold his liquor, he had matched the pace of Tristan, Nanalie’s father, and nearly passed out.


      Toulette had become furious with both Aester and Tristan, shouting, “It is completely unacceptable to ply one of the guests of honor with alcohol to the point of stupor!!!”


      Reiner had a vague memory of Nanalie laughing heartily in response to his mother’s words. Fortunately, he remembered the whole night, so he could be assured that he hadn’t conducted himself inappropriately. Just as relief washed over him, he was suddenly struck by a different realization.


      “I don’t have time for this. I need to be getting ready for work. Eugh?! So this is what it feels like to have a hangover...” Reiner chuckled to himself in a self-deprecating manner. “I definitely won’t be forgetting this event...”


      With that, he began preparing for the new day.


      ◇


      Several days had passed since his meeting with Nanalie, and today Reiner’s parents were returning to the Valdia Mark. Reiner, Nanalie, and Tristan had all gathered to see the margrave and margravine off.


      “Thank you for coming, Reiner.” Aesther then turned to the count and his daughter and bowed. “I’d also like to thank you both for going out of your way to send us off, Lord Tristan and Lady Nanalie. It is an honor.”


      “It is my honor and my pleasure,” Nanalie replied with a joyful smile. “We are about to become family, so it is only natural that I bid you farewell.”


      “Nanalie is right,” Tristan remarked. “We are here as your future family. I will be looking forward to sharing drinks with you again, Lord Aester.” Tristan smiled and mimed taking a drink.


      The count’s gesture was quickly met with a sharp glare from his daughter. Aester and Tristan had overindulged in alcohol while celebrating their children’s engagement, which had led to Toulette becoming furious. Nanalie was still upset about that, which the two lords understood. They both let out nervous chuckles at the young lady’s response.


      Toulette was smiling as she watched this interaction, then she made her way toward Nanalie, taking her future daughter-in-law’s hands into her own.


      “Please take good care of Reiner, Nanalie. I feel bad taking you away from Lord Tristan, but I’m so very excited that you’ll be moving to the Valdia Mark. I hope we speak again soon.”


      “I will, mother. I’m also looking forward to moving to the Valdia Mark.”


      The interaction between the two noblewomen was incredibly sweet and heartwarming. Seeing the smile on his mother’s face made Reiner even more grateful that he and Nanalie had been brought together like this.


      The next moment, Aester called out to Reiner. “I apologize for the suddenness of this, but I’d like to speak to you about something. Come with me.”


      “Hm? Very well...” Reiner followed his father with a confused look on his face.


      The two huddled together, and Aester spoke quietly so as to not be heard by the women.


      “The truth is, several days ago, we were informed that a major group of thieves will be gathering somewhere along the border of the Valdia Mark and one of the neighboring countries. I want to know if you’ve heard anything about that here in the capital.”


      “What?! No, we have not been contacted by any country regarding such a gathering. Does that mean this group of thieves is based out of Valst, Lenarute, or Zoovera?”


      “I’m not sure. We only recently received this information. All I know is that several small bandit groups are gathering to form one large organization for thieves. I can’t confirm the validity of this claim, but we can’t take any chances. If it’s true, the establishment of a major organization of thieves will cause much trouble. I’m planning to investigate the border myself sometime in the near future.”


      A look of shock washed over Reiner’s face. Being an outer province, the Valdia Mark bordered several other countries. As a result, they regularly had to deal with malicious individuals trying to smuggle themselves across borders or those who wished to cross territories to commit larceny or robbery. He couldn’t ignore the possibility that such people would gather near the mark to form a major band of thieves. The Valdia family commanded its own army, which could be deployed for such an event, but that didn’t mean they shouldn’t watch out for this major organization.


      Reiner’s previously soft expression had transformed into a much sterner look. Seeing this change in his son made Aester relax and smile.


      “Don’t worry. I’ll be accompanied by the commander, the vice commander, and several other highly skilled knights from the Order of Valdia. By conducting an investigation on a larger scale, it’ll also serve to intimidate those who may be hiding in the shadows. Should you come across any information regarding this matter, I’d appreciate you sharing it with me.”


      “Of course. I will look into whether the capital has come into any such information. Also, just so I have it, please let me know the date of your investigation once it’s been decided.”


      Aester nodded and replied, “Very well. I’ll contact you once the details have been finalized.”


      “Thank you, father. Please do not strain yourself. I don’t mean to be rude, but you are getting to an age where it may be more difficult for you to continue leading the knight’s order.”


      At first, Aester was taken aback, but he came to understand the meaning of his son’s words. “When did you get so bold?” he asked with a boisterous laugh.


      After his conversation with Reiner wrapped up, Aester boarded the carriage with Toulette, and they set out to return home to the Valdia Mark. Several days later, Reiner received a letter from his mother, whose main message was for Reiner to take good care of Nanalie. There were some other things in the letter as well, including a comment about how on the way to the capital, Toulette and Aester had gotten to spend some quality time together as a couple and it had been surprisingly fun. She also mentioned that she was delighted to have been there for Reiner and Nanalie’s engagement.


      As Reiner read through his mother’s letter, he couldn’t help but smile.


      ◇


      “He sure is getting ahead of himself...” Reiner mumbled. “I never thought there would be a day when father would consult mother about such matters.”


      Reiner was in his room, reading a letter from his mother, Toulette. The letter detailed how his father, Aester, had been secretly coming up with names for his future grandchildren. Aester had been giving Toulette impassioned speeches about how, should their grandchild be male, he would implore Reiner to name the boy after the first lord of the Valdia Mark, Reid Valdia. When Toulette asked him what he would recommend if their grandchild was a girl, Aester had racked his brain and ultimately decided that he would suggest that Reiner name the girl after Meredy Valdia, the wife of the first lord of the Valdia Mark.


      The thought of his stark father struggling to come up with a name for his future grandchildren made Reiner unable to suppress his laughter, and it ended up taking some time for him to read through Toulette’s letter. As he neared the end, one sentence caught his eye.


      “Mother is going to join the expedition to investigate the border?”


      Toulette had greatly enjoyed herself during their trip from Valdia to the capital, so she’d asked Aester if she could join him on the expedition around the border. Aester had been reluctant at first, but he’d ultimately given in to Toulette’s wishes.


      Reiner felt a tinge of anxiety, but he brushed it away and let out an exasperated sigh.


      “Father would never admit it, but he’s always been soft when it comes to mother.”


      After he finished reading his mother’s letter, he proceeded to read another, this being a letter from his father. He opened the envelope, pulled the pages out, and skimmed through the text. The letter regarded the expedition around the border. There would be forty skilled knights accompanying his father, including Commander Gauvain and Vice Commander Gregory. With such a large party, they would be safe even if attacked by a major band of thieves. In fact, with their numbers, the Valdian knights could likely eradicate the criminal organization.


      Reiner then glanced back at his mother’s letter that he’d just read. “I’m guessing part of the reason they’re taking so many knights is to protect mother...”


      Aester likely did not want to bring Toulette with him on the expedition. However, Toulette wouldn’t bend, so without much choice, he had decided to increase the number of knights that would be participating. It seemed like a measure to increase their ability to guard the margravine rather than to prepare for any attack from the thieves.


      Reiner reviewed the date of the expedition, and to his surprise, today was the very day that they were setting out. It took several days for a letter from the mark to reach the capital, so it was standard to send such missives well ahead of time. Reiner wondered why the letters hadn’t arrived sooner, and upon realizing what had likely happened, he let out another exasperated sigh.


      “Mother probably arranged for the letters to arrive today, knowing that I would be opposed to her joining him. How childish of her...”


      He shook his head in a resigned manner. Surprisingly, Toulette was often the culprit of such childish acts. Though most didn’t expect it of her, his mother had a mischievous side to her, and both Reiner and Aester had been victims of her mischief on several occasions.


      When Nanalie moves to the Valdia Mark, is she going to be the victim of such mischief as well? Reiner wondered. Or might she end up getting along with mother so well that they both start causing mischief together?


      Imagining their lives after marriage and how Nanalie and Toulette might interact, Reiner’s face naturally softened into a gentle smile.


      ◇


      Several days had passed since the letters from Reiner’s parents regarding their expedition around the Magnolian border had arrived. Reiner was in his office within the imperial castle, performing his duties as Arwin’s adviser. Arwin was at his own desk, reviewing documents, when he suddenly glanced over at Reiner with a teasing smile.


      “By the way, I’ve heard that you successfully finalized your engagement to the great Lady of Crimson, Nanalie Ronamis. When I was going through documents the other day, I came across an application for your marriage.”


      A look of exasperation washed over Reiner’s face as he replied, “Yes, I did. Isn’t it an abuse of your office to be getting that information from an application?”


      “Aw, don’t say that,” Arwin answered with a chuckle. “I can’t help it. My job duties include going over those sorts of documents. Anyway, she already seemed to be fond of you back when you saved her from that scoundrel, so it’s a happily ever after.”


      There was an incongruity in Arwin’s statement. Reiner hadn’t found out that the woman he’d saved from the ruffian was Nanalie until she’d revealed it to him. Furthermore, he hadn’t shared any of the details about their marriage meeting.


      “You already knew that the noblewoman from that day was Nanalie Ronamis, didn’t you?” Reiner said, looking at the prince with suspicion.


      “Oh? Perhaps I forgot to mention that,” Arwin said, grinning as he feigned ignorance. “Nanalie is best friends with my wife, Matilda. I’ve met with her on several occasions within the palace, including times when she was dressed like she was that day. In fact, you were present during some of those moments. I recognized her right away, so I’m surprised that you didn’t know it was her. If so, you need to work on your observational skills.”


      Having his obliviousness pointed out, Reiner clasped his hand over his mouth and racked his brain for relevant memories. Arwin was right—during his tenure as the prince’s adviser, he had indeed attended several social events that Matilda had hosted.


      Reiner looked up and remarked, “You’re right. Now that you mention it, I feel like I’ve seen a red-haired noblewoman present at Lady Matilda’s tea parties.”


      “See? You really should start training your observational skills,” Arwin said, smiling as though amused by his friend’s mild distress. “It will be especially important for you to learn how to pick up on subtle changes in your wife. Considerateness and kindness are both key to a happy marriage. Be careful, Reiner.”


      Reiner thought back to what Nanalie had said to him during their meeting. She had indeed mentioned seeing Reiner around the castle, which he’d completely forgotten about until Arwin had pointed it out.


      “I deeply appreciate your words of caution,” Reiner muttered dejectedly. He pressed his hand against his forehead in disbelief of his own lack of awareness.


      It was rare to see Reiner in low spirits, and Arwin had a satisfied smile on his face. It was clear that he was enjoying the experience of teasing his friend.


      Just then, someone knocked on the office door.


      “Sir Reiner’s personal guard, Sir Dynus, is here regarding an urgent matter, Your Highness,” a soldier announced from the other side of the door. “May I show him in?”


      Arwin and Reiner both looked at each other, and the humorous atmosphere was replaced by a somber one. Arwin immediately answered the soldier and permitted Dynus’s entry into the office. Soon after, the door opened and Dynus entered the room with a grim expression.


      The Valdian knight took a knee before the prince and his master and said, “Thank you for allowing me entrance to your office, Your Highness.”


      “No need for formalities. What is this urgent matter you had to inform Reiner of?” Arwin was uncharacteristically austere, and the air in the office was tense.


      Dynus nodded and pulled a letter out of his pocket, turning his attention to Reiner. “I humbly ask that you review this letter containing the details, Sir Reiner.”


      “Very well,” Reiner replied, accepting the letter and opening it up. He quickly read through the letter and became visibly shocked and dismayed. “The expedition party was ambushed?!”


      “What do you mean by that, Reiner?!” Arwin exclaimed.


      There had been rumblings that thieves were gathering somewhere along the international borders of the Valdia Mark. Reiner had already reported that information, so Arwin was able to immediately discern the severity of the situation and looked similarly upset.


      Reiner finished reading the letter and swiftly passed it along to the prince. The letter had been sent by Garren, a butler of the Valdia household.




      Turning the clock back several days, on the evening of Aester and Toulette’s departure to investigate the border areas, a message of dire importance was delivered in a rush to the Valdia household. The message was that the expedition party had been ambushed by a legion of thieves, which had led to a battle.


      The message was delivered by one of the knights who had been handpicked to join the expedition party. Under Vice Commander Gregory’s orders, despite being injured, the knight had returned alone to deliver the news that the expedition team had been ambushed and required reinforcements. Though it was only an expedition party rather than a full army, the members were all highly skilled knights of the Order of Valdia. Garren couldn’t help but wonder how the thieves could be so powerful as to prompt the expedition to request reinforcements.


      The knight had an answer to that question. He showed Garren his wounds, which had turned a deep shade of purple. No ordinary wound would ever turn such a color, and it was obvious to everyone that the discoloration was a symptom of poison. After informing Garren that the thieves were using poison, the knight succumbed to his injuries and drew his last breath.


      The direness of the situation set in for Garren, and he immediately gathered additional knights to send to the expedition’s aid while simultaneously preparing a letter to request Reiner’s immediate return to the mark lest the unimaginable should happen.




      Back in the present, this was the very letter that Reiner and Arwin had just read. It had been scrawled out in some sections, and some words even appeared as if Garren had been shaking while writing them—both were uncharacteristic of the butler’s usual handwriting.


      As Arwin finished reading the letter, Reiner took a deep breath to collect himself. “I will be returning to the Valdia Mark immediately,” he declared.


      “Very well. I’ll make the arrangements necessary for you to be the acting head of household until Lord Aester’s safety can be confirmed. I know it must be painful, but I need you to be prepared for various possibilities, including the worst-case scenario.”


      “Understood,” Reiner replied with a nod.


      What Arwin actually meant when he spoke of various possibilities was the fact that this could be another country using thieves who were ambushing the Valdia Mark as a guise to invade Magnolia.


      Reiner and Dynus left the office to begin preparing to return to the Valdia Mark. As they briskly made their way through the palace halls, they ran into a noble coming from the opposite direction. The noble, who carried himself with a sense of grandeur and exuded elegance, smiled at Reiner.


      “Why, if it isn’t Lord Reiner. You’re not with His Highness today?”


      “It is a pleasure to see you again, Marquess Velltier,” Reiner said with a bow. “I have a personal matter I must attend to, which is why I have been excused early today. If you have a matter that requires the attention of His Highness, I believe he is still in his office.”


      The man he’d so politely responded to was Marquess Velltier Jean-Paul, the head of a highly influential family from the Magnolian nobility. Not only was the marquess a skilled politician but he was also affable in personality, and he was known to be a man of character.


      Velltier appeared to sense something unusual about Reiner’s demeanor, and he looked at the young man with concern. “I see. In that case, I shall take my leave to speak with His Highness. However, I must first say you seem a bit pale, Lord Reiner. Please take care not to strain yourself.”


      “I will. Thank you, my lord,” Reiner replied, bowing once more. He moved to the side of the marquess so as to not be rude and continued down the hall. But before he could get very far, Reiner was stopped once more by the marquess.


      “Oh, just a moment, Lord Reiner,” Velltier called out.


      “Yes, my lord?” Reiner responded in confusion. He turned around to face the marquess. “Is there something else I can help you with?”


      Velltier scratched his cheek in a bashful manner and mumbled, “Um, well, if Lord Aester is ever planning to visit the capital, please let him know that I’ve purchased some terrific wine. I know we disagree on most matters in meetings, but the drinks I share with him always taste the best.”


      Reiner was taken aback by the marquess’s words. Aester and Velltier were often on opposing sides of arguments in meetings, so most would not have described their relationship as friendly. Reiner had heard from his mother that the two were actually quite close, to the point that they would secretly get together to share drinks, but that had never been confirmed.


      Had it been any other day, Reiner would have been touched to hear that Velltier enjoyed Aester’s company so greatly, but given the situation at hand, he was feeling deeply ambivalent. He did his best to hide the conflicting emotions inside of him and remain composed.


      “I understand. I will pass the message along to my father.”


      “Thank you,” Velltier responded with a kind smile. “If you are ever in any trouble, please feel free to reach out to me, Lord Reiner. If I can be of assistance to you, I would be more than happy to do so. Well then, I should get going. I apologize for taking up your time.”


      Reiner wondered whether he should tell Velltier about the situation in the Valdia Mark, but he ultimately decided that there wasn’t enough information at this point, and telling the marquess would risk causing unnecessary panic.


      “No apology is necessary, my lord. Thank you for the kind words.” Reiner bowed, then said, “I must excuse myself. Good day to you, my lord.” He resumed walking down the hall, continuing forward until he had left the palace.


      ◇


      Upon returning to the Valdias’ town house, Reiner immediately began preparing to return to the mark. There was a possibility that he wouldn’t be returning to the capital for a while, so the staff were instructed to be thorough in their management of the capital residence.


      Reiner went to his room and realized that the letters he’d received from Toulette and Aester several days prior were still on his desk.


      “I forgot that I left them here,” he mumbled to himself. He picked up the pages that had been carelessly strewn across his desk and closed his eyes before solemnly mumbling as if to pray, “I am on my way. Father, mother...please be safe and sound.”


      Then, he carefully stored the letters inside the desk drawer and gathered his valuables. Just as he was about to leave his room, he felt as if he was forgetting something. He mulled it over for a moment, and upon realizing what he’d nearly forgotten, he immediately sat down at his desk and penned a letter to Nanalie.


      Once he finished his letter, Reiner handed it to a butler with instructions that the letter was only to be hand delivered to Lady Nanalie herself. With that taken care of, he and Dynus departed from the imperial capital and headed for the Valdia Mark.


      ◇


      Several days later, Reiner and Dynus arrived at the Valdia home, and Garren greeted them with a somber look on his face. The butler’s expression signaled to Reiner that the worst-case scenario had indeed taken place, but the young lord made sure to not let his emotions show on his face. Perhaps this show of composure was partially a display of his resolve to lead everyone as the new lord of the Valdia Mark.


      Garren informed Reiner that both Aester and Toulette had passed and that their bodies had been successfully recovered from the battlefield.


      “We made sure to have their remains carefully preserved,” Garren said. “Please, follow me.”


      “Thank you,” Reiner replied, then he turned to Dynus. “I’d like you to get an update from the knight’s order.” He turned his attention back to the butler. “How are the commander and vice commander doing?”


      Garren shook his head and replied in a pained voice, “Unfortunately, the poison and penetrating trauma injured them significantly. They are no longer with us.”


      “I see... Understood. Given the situation, I am appointing you, Dynus, as the interim commander of the Order of Valdia. I need you to oversee the knights.”


      Dynus wore a grim expression as he nodded in response to Reiner’s words. “Very well, my lord.” He bowed and immediately left to carry out his orders.


      After Dynus left, Garren led Reiner to the room where his parents’ bodies were being stored. Once they were standing before the doors, Garren stopped and faced Reiner with an agonized look.


      “They are just beyond these doors, my lord,” Garren said. “I must first caution you that the poison that was inflicted upon them caused areas of their bodies to discolor and turn black. You may want to brace yourself.”


      “Understood.” With that simple response and a nod, Reiner stepped into the room and proceeded to silently face his parents, who were lying before him at rest. He kept his back turned to Garren and said, “Could I have the room to myself for a bit, Garren?”


      “Of course, my lord,” Garren responded with a nod before departing.


      ◇


      Reiner had no clue how long it had been since he’d asked Garren to leave the room. The butler grew worried about the young lord and was deciding whether he should check up on him, but just as he was about to enter the room, Reiner emerged on his own.


      “I need to see you in the office, Garren,” he said. “Be prepared to give me a detailed report regarding what happened between the expedition party and the thieves!!!”


      Garren was taken aback for a moment but quickly responded, “Very well, my lord!”


      Reiner hadn’t waited for his response and had already taken off, heading for the office at a brisk pace with Garren at his side. They soon reached the office, which Aester had been using mere days prior, and Reiner scanned the room. On top of the desk were documents concerning the legion of bandits, which he immediately picked up and skimmed through.


      “Is this reconnaissance that was gathered by the Order of Valdia?” he asked, showing the documents in question to Garren.


      “They are indeed, my lord.”


      Reiner skimmed through the documents once more and confirmed that there wasn’t anything particularly important contained within the papers. All that he learned was the following: First, the conclusion of the reconnaissance mission was that there was a low possibility of a major thieves organization forming; and, second, the reconnaissance team still recommended that, to cover all bases, the Order of Valdia investigate the border by conducting a reconnaissance in force. The report had even been signed by both Commander Gauvain and Vice Commander Gregory.


      Reiner came to the conclusion that the ambush had been something completely unpredictable; there had been no signs of a major thieves organization forming along the border of the Valdia Mark, yet despite all of that, a legion of thieves had launched a surprise attack on the expedition party.


      Why didn’t the initial reconnaissance team find any evidence of this legion of thieves? Reiner couldn’t help but wonder with a questioning look on his face.


      “These documents say that they couldn’t find evidence supporting the claim that a major thieves organization was forming,” Reiner remarked. “However, we know for a fact that the expedition party was ambushed. Did my father say anything about this report, Garren?”


      “Not anything of note, my lord,” Garren replied with a look of regret. He chose his words carefully as he continued. “Sir Aester agreed that this would be a small-scale investigation conducted only as a precautionary measure. I believe that was also why he agreed to Lady Toulette’s request to join the expedition.”


      “I see...” Reiner looked downward, mulled something over, then looked back up. “Tell me the total casualties for our forces. I’d also like to know the current status of the legion of thieves.”


      “Very well, my lord,” Garren replied with a bow. Then, he reported the details of the thieves’ ambush and the subsequent battle between them and the expedition.


      The expedition had planned to investigate the Valdia-Zoovera border, the Valdia-Valst border, and the Valdia-Lenarute border in that order. They had been victims of a surprise attack during their final investigation of the Valdia-Lenarute border.


      “The Lenarutian border?” Reiner repeated.


      “Yes, my lord,” Garren confirmed. He then proceeded to answer Reiner’s confusion with an explanation. “However, we believe that it is very unlikely for the attack to have been launched by dark elves.”


      By the time the reinforcements sent by Garren had arrived, the air around the battlefield had grown stale with the scent of blood, and the ground had been littered with the bodies of Valdian knights and those who were presumed to be thieves. According to the knights who had been sent as reinforcements, the entire field had been covered in red.


      Aester and Toulette had been discovered lying near their carriage. The next confirmed death was that of Vice Commander Gregory. Aester’s entire body was covered in stab wounds, and there were also arrows and spearheads that had been left in his body, all of which was evidence that this had been a fierce battle. Toulette’s throat had been lacerated with a sharp object, and she appeared to have taken her last breath at her husband’s side. Much like the margrave, Gregory’s body was covered in stab wounds and pierced with arrows and spearheads. When his body had been discovered, the vice commander’s back had been leaning against a carriage wheel, his hand maintaining a firm grip on his sword, making it clear that he had fought to his very last breath.


      Commander Gauvain’s body was discovered next, and he had died with his face frozen in hellish fury. He had also still been standing, despite the countless swords and spears penetrating his entire body.


      The Valdian knights’ bodies, as well as those of the margrave and the margravine, all had signs of discoloration caused by poison. It was clear that the legion of thieves had prepared poison for this ambush and that the knights had desperately fought to their dying breaths against their attackers.


      What Reiner found the most surprising from Garren’s report was the number of enemies who appeared to have been defeated by the expedition.


      “We’ve already confirmed over one hundred enemy bodies?!” Reiner exclaimed. “That can’t be possible! Were there such a large-scale organization gathered along the border, the reconnaissance mission would have undoubtedly yielded information regarding their operations!”


      “You are absolutely right, my lord. Furthermore, the only conclusion to be drawn from the state of the battlefield was that the thieves used poison to launch a targeted attack on Lord Aester.”


      Reiner immediately understood what Garren meant: This had been an assassination. The young lord was seething with white-hot rage, but he still made an effort to maintain his composure. However, the more he attempted to remain calm, the hotter the flames grew.


      He took a deep breath and, though his voice trembled with fury, said, “Please summon Dynus here, Garren. I’d like to discuss our next moves.”


      “Very well, my lord,” Garren replied and bowed. Then, he left to find Dynus.


      Once he was alone, Reiner placed a hand over his eyes, covering them as he shed tears, unbeknownst to anyone.


      ◇


      Several days later, Reiner sent a report to Arwin’s office in the imperial capital, which contained a timeline of the events that had taken place in the Valdia Mark. The documents summarized how a legion of thieves had used poison to ambush an expedition party, which consisted mainly of knights of the Order of Valdia. The attack had led to the loss of the lord of the mark, Aester Valdia, and his wife, Toulette Valdia. The report also detailed how the Order of Valdia had suffered significant casualties, including the losses of both the commander and vice commander of the knight’s order.


      Upon reading through this report, Arwin was shocked beyond belief. There was a nonzero chance that another country had been responsible for the ambush, so the information Reiner had supplied was only shared among a select group of individuals. In his reply, Arwin instructed Reiner to conduct any investigations with the utmost secrecy, as they couldn’t rule out the involvement of the neighboring kingdoms. Additionally, his letter confirmed that Reiner Valdia had been officially recognized as the new lord of the Valdia Mark and bestowed upon him the title of margrave.


      Reiner was currently in the lord’s office of the Valdia mansion, where he was reading that very letter from the capital.


      “So, I’m now Margrave Reiner Valdia?” he muttered to himself in a slightly sorrowful tone. “I was expecting this to happen much further in the future. I never thought this day would come so soon.”


      Just then, someone knocked on the office door. Reiner responded, and Garren and Dynus both entered.


      “You wanted to see me, Sir Reiner?” Dynus asked.


      Reiner nodded with a stern look on his face, then began speaking in a low tone. “Indeed. We’ve received a letter from the imperial capital. I have been officially appointed as the lord of the Valdia Mark and named the margrave. With that said, I am formally appointing you, Dynus, as commander of the Order of Valdia. Your orders are to select your vice commander and immediately recruit new knights to replenish our numbers.”


      “Understood,” Dynus replied. “As for the position of vice commander, I’ve already had my eye on Klaas. I would like to proceed with appointing him.”


      Reiner had heard that name before. If memory served him right, Klaas was a former adventurer who had one day appeared out of nowhere and asked to join the Order of Valdia because he was “going to get married in Valdia.” At the time, Aester had had a habit of being intrigued by curious characters, so after assessing Klaas’s skills and personality, the late margrave had made an exception for the adventurer and welcomed him into the order.


      “Very well. I trust your judgment. However, just as a precaution, he will have to first undergo a probationary period, during which he will serve as the interim vice commander.”


      “Understood, my lord. I will inform Klaas right away,” Dynus said, bowing before moving on to the next topic. “Regarding the recruitment of additional knights, I have three individuals in mind that I’d like to reach out to. May I proceed with contacting them?”


      Since the entire expedition had been annihilated in the ambush, the Order of Valdia had lost forty highly skilled knights. In order to maintain their defensive forces along the border of Magnolia, one urgent mission was to recruit new members to the knight’s order as soon as possible. Reiner figured that there would be no issue with welcoming people whom Dynus recommended.


      “Very well. I will leave recruitment to your discretion. My only demand is that you submit paperwork to my office for every newly appointed knight... Regardless of who they claim to be, we absolutely must look into their backgrounds.”


      “Understood,” Dynus replied, bowing once more.


      Reiner proceeded to turn his attention to Garren. “I need you to look into the backgrounds of everyone currently working for the Valdia household. The only way the expedition could have been ambushed is for there to have been a mole. I apologize for putting you in such an unpleasant position, but I’m counting on you.”


      “As you wish, my lord,” Garren answered.


      As Reiner gave out the various orders, it was clear that he was throwing himself into his work in an attempt to assuage even the slightest bit of the deep sadness within him.


      ◇


      Since his appointment as the lord of the Valdia Mark, Reiner had led one busy day after another. He was working tirelessly, continuing his efforts to track the movements of the legion of thieves as soon as possible.


      The attack had been a ruse to assassinate the former margrave, but that needed to be kept under wraps from neighboring countries, so the incident was publicly being handled as an unfortunate accident that had taken place during a survey expedition. Unbeknownst to anyone, this secret had been filling Reiner with an even deeper rage and sorrow.


      The new margrave had been conducting investigations into the backgrounds of the thieves who had died in the battle with the Order of Valdia, and he used that information to look into every single person the thieves had ties to. This led to the discovery that the thieves were all washed-up adventurers who had been banned from the Adventurer’s Guild for one reason or another. There had also been several swords with the crest of the Valdia family that had gone missing from the battlefield, which Reiner tracked down to possibly having been sold at a disreputable shop in Valst.


      Reiner proceeded to contact Valst, informing them that swords marked with the crest of the Valdia family had been stolen from an accident site and refusal to cooperate by investigating the whereabouts of and returning the swords would be taken as a declaration of war against the Valdias. The strong position he took struck the nobles of Valst with fear.


      Soon after, with the permission of the Kingdom of Valst, the Order of Valdia entered the premises of the shop alleged to be carrying the stolen weapons. The knights seized every sword displaying the crest of the Valdia family and identified the man who’d sold them to the shop. The knights tracked down his whereabouts within the same day, but by the time they found him, he had already taken his own life.


      Upon receiving the news that they had lost their only lead, Reiner adopted a countenance of unbridled rage, paying no mind to who saw his frustration.


      Several days later, though the truth behind their deaths was still unknown, the time had come to hold a funeral for Aester and Toulette.


      ◇


      The late margrave and margravine had both been prepared for burial and laid to rest, but there had been urgent matters that took precedence, so the actual funeral had been put off.


      The funeral was held in the Valdia Mark, and those who had revered Aester gathered from around the empire to pay their respects, including Arwin and Velltier. The funeral proceeded with a somber atmosphere, and once it had concluded, the guests prepared to return home. As the nobles shuffled out, Arwin and Velltier approached Reiner to offer their heartfelt condolences, but their words failed to lift his spirits.


      With the ceremony finished and the guests gone, Reiner informed Garren that he would be in the office working and left. He slowly made his way to the office, opened the door, and sat down. He looked across the desk, which still housed many of Aester’s belongings. Without thinking, he picked up his father’s pen and stared at it.


      “How would father handle a situation like this?” he mumbled plaintively to himself.


      Could he have done more when his father had first told him of the thieves? Could he have done something ahead of time to have at least saved his mother? Reiner knew that it was pointless to ask himself these questions, but he couldn’t help it.


      The very next moment, there was a knock on the door. Reiner responded, and Garren opened the door and bowed before informing the young margrave that he had a visitor.


      Who would visit at a time like this?


      “Lady Nanalie Ronamis is here to see you, my lord.”


      “Nanalie...” Reiner repeated as he processed the information. “Nanalie Ronamis is here?!”


      As soon as he overcame his shock, he headed out to welcome his fiancé.


      ◇


      When Reiner arrived at the entryway, there was a woman with beautiful red hair waiting there. He had no doubt that it was Nanalie Ronamis herself.


      “Lady Nanalie!” he exclaimed, his surprise obvious. “What brings you here?!”


      “Sir Reiner... I heard the news about Lord Aester and Lady Toulette,” she replied with great care. “I couldn’t sit still doing nothing. My father unfortunately could not be here with me, but his heart is also aching for your loss. Please accept my deepest, sincerest condolences for this devastating loss.”


      “I cannot express just how grateful I am that you would travel all this way to offer your sympathies, Lady Nanalie,” Reiner replied. “The carriage ride from the capital to the Valdia Mark can be quite physically demanding. We can have the guest room ready, so please do not hesitate to rest first.”


      Seeing Nanalie made Reiner feel as if light were shining down on one corner of his gloomy heart.


      “I apologize for inconveniencing you with this sudden visit,” Nanalie said with a kind smile. “I have a significant amount of luggage as well, so if it would not be too much trouble, I would appreciate being shown to my room.”


      Reiner sensed that something was off with their conversation, and, in a slightly confused tone, he asked, “A significant amount of luggage? If I may, how much is a ‘significant amount’?”


      “Hm? I believe the details are all in my letter, but it is everything included in my dowry.”


      Reiner was stunned, and as he stood there silently, he recalled how Garren had notified him on several occasions that he’d received a letter from the Ronamis family. An apologetic look washed over the young margrave’s face as he confessed.


      “I am terribly sorry, Lady Nanalie. I know that I am making excuses, but I’ve been so busy handling this situation that I haven’t had a chance to read your letter yet...”


      Nanalie didn’t seem surprised in the slightest by this information. In fact, she was wearing a mischievous smile.


      “I thought that might be the case,” she replied with a giggle. “That is precisely why I came here. Also, I have a letter from my father, addressed to you. Please do read it.” She pulled an envelope out of her luggage and handed it to him.


      Reiner asked for Nanalie’s approval to read the letter on the spot, which she gave, so he carefully opened the envelope and read through its contents.


      The letter began with words of sympathy from Count Tristan, which was followed by information concerning Reiner and Nanalie’s marriage. According to the letter, Aester and Tristan had already submitted the necessary paperwork for both their engagement and marriage, and that paperwork had been accepted by the imperial court. As a result, Reiner and Nanalie were already legally married. The letter continued:


      Being alone, I imagine you will face many struggles and rack your mind for answers, Lord Reiner. Nanalie has made it abundantly clear that she has a strong desire to support you as your wife. Her unwavering spirit may make her stubborn at times, but she’s both strong-willed and kindhearted, and I couldn’t be any prouder of her. I apologize for the ill timing of this move, which is no different from showing up at someone’s doorstep unannounced. All I ask is that you be considerate of her determination to help you. I have more that I’d like to discuss with you, but I will save that for another time. Please take care of both yourself and Nanalie.


      Once he finished reading the letter, Reiner pressed a hand against his forehead and slightly shook his head. Nanalie seemed worried as she watched his reaction.


      “I came here hoping to support you as your wife, even if I can only be of minimal help,” Nanalie explained. “Have I caused you trouble by coming here?”


      Her words snapped Reiner back to his senses, and he lifted his face and looked at her with a slightly more cheerful expression.


      “No, not at all,” he assured her. “As soon as I saw you, I found myself feeling some relief. The reason I was shaking my head is because I was frustrated with myself for having failed to prepare for your arrival.”


      “Really? In that case, would it be all right for me to stay here?”


      Reiner smiled and said in a gentle tone, “Of course, my lady. Or rather...Nanalie. You are my wife, and nothing would make me happier than for you to be by my side for the rest of our lives.”


      Nanalie gasped with joy. “Um, I, uh, thank you very much, Reiner...”


      While this was still the sorrowful day that he said goodbye to his family, it was now also the day that he welcomed someone dear as a new member of his family.


      ◇


      All the items that Nanalie had brought for her dowry were temporarily stored in guestrooms. Reiner hadn’t made any preparations for her arrival, so the room that should have been prepared for her was not ready in the slightest. Upon learning of the situation, Garren uncharacteristically appeared to be in disbelief.


      “First and foremost, I am well aware of how incredibly busy you have been, Sir Reiner,” he began, prefacing what he was about to say. He gave Reiner a stern look as he continued. “However, I must say that it is unacceptable that you not only left the letter I handed you unread but also did not make any preparations whatsoever to welcome your spouse on her first visit to her new home.”


      “Urgh, don’t look at me like that...”


      The proper thing would have been to pack up Toulette’s room and prepare for Nanalie’s use, but that would have taken some time. Instead, it had been decided that Nanalie would stay in a guest room until her personal chambers were ready.


      Nanalie watched the interactions between Reiner and Garren with a cheerful smile. “I will be all right, so please do not concern yourselves with my arrangements,” she insisted. “More importantly, you must be Sir Garren, the butler. I am Nanalie Ronamis. It is a pleasure to meet you, and I will surely be in your care from now on.”


      “There is no need to address me as ‘Sir,’ Lady Nanalie. I am only a butler, and you are Sir Reiner’s wife, which means you are to be the mistress of this household. Moving forward, please feel free to address me simply as Garren.”


      He bowed, which Nanalie acknowledged with a nod.


      “Understood,” she replied with a smile. “In that case, it is a pleasure to meet you, Garren.”


      On the day of her arrival, the appearance of their unexpected guest had caused a stir among the members of the Valdia household. However, at the same time, the dreariness that had built up within the mansion dissipated slightly, and everyone was filled with a sense of hope, as if they could now see the light at the end of the tunnel.


      At both his and Nanalie’s request, Reiner brought her to visit his parents’ graves that day. Tears streamed down Nanalie’s face as she shared with the now resting Aester and Toulette how she had been looking forward to the life the four of them would have led together.


      That night, after dinner, Reiner returned to his office to take care of some remaining tasks. He dove into his work, completely unaware of the time that was passing. Before he knew it, the view outside the window was pitch-black.


      “This isn’t healthy. I should call it a night.”


      Reiner remained seated as he stretched, then he put away the various documents he had been looking over. After that, he left the office and retired to his chambers. He hung up his jacket and attempted to lie down, but before he could, he noticed that there was an obviously human-shaped lump in his bed.


      What’s going on? he wondered, pulling off the covers with a look of suspicion. He was shocked to find that it was Nanalie in his bed, sleeping soundly.


      “Nanalie?! What are you doing here?!”


      “N-Nnnh... Huh? Oh, Reiner... Welcome back.” Nanalie slowly sat up, clearly drowsy as she rubbed her eyes. She was obviously a bit dazed, having just woken up.


      Reiner was flustered, but he tried to speak in a composed manner. “Um, may I ask what you are doing in my room, Nanalie?”


      “What?” Nanalie fell silent for a moment, then she seemed to snap awake. “Oh, that’s right! I wanted us to have some time for a nice, long conversation, so I asked Garren where your room was. When I arrived, you weren’t here, so I decided to wait for you.”


      Reiner was stunned by the unexpected actions she’d taken. However, since she had gone out of her way to come see him, he didn’t want to simply turn her away. He took a deep breath, then gave her a gentle smile.


      “I see... So, what did you want to discuss with me?”


      “I know this may be rude, but I was hoping you might tell me about your parents, Lord Aester and Lady Toulette.”


      Reiner wasn’t sure why she wanted to discuss his parents, and he just gave her a perplexed look. Still, he could tell from Nanalie’s expression that she was sincere, so he figured that it wasn’t some frivolous request.


      “Very well. I will make an exception for you and answer any questions you may have to the best of my ability.”


      “Really?! In that case, I would like to start by hearing about your childhood.”


      Reiner let out a bashful chuckle and obliged, telling Nanalie about his memories of his parents from his childhood. As he continued to share, he began to have a better understanding of how he felt about his parents. He recognized just how deeply he respected his father, and how significant his presence had been in his life. He was reminded of all of the love and care his mother had poured into raising him and supporting him. Amid the anger and chaos that had immediately followed the passing of his parents, Reiner had tried to forget all of these emotions, and they were now bursting out of him.


      “I’m sorry, I don’t think I can keep going...” He felt that he was on the verge of losing control of his emotions, so he tried to end the conversation there.


      Instead of leaving him be, Nanalie took his hand into hers and shook her head. “If I may be so bold, I want you to share everything on your mind with me. I am here as your wife, Reiner. Instead of carrying this weight all on your own, I want you to tell me what you’re feeling. Do you know just how worried I was when days had passed and I still hadn’t heard from you? Please, don’t try to deal with everyone on your own...”


      As she kindly pleaded for him to open up, she gently pulled him into her arms, resting his head against her chest. Then, she wrapped her arms around the young margrave, her affection for him overflowing from the warm embrace. The very next moment, the various emotions swirling inside Reiner broke the dam and came pouring out.


      Nanalie remained completely undaunted, and with every bit of love she had for him, she helped to shoulder some of the burden that Reiner had spent so long carrying alone.


      ◇


      Several months had passed since Nanalie had moved into the Valdia mansion, and the overall atmosphere had become much brighter and more optimistic. That was at least partially attributable to Nanalie’s overall disposition, but it was also because her cheerful smile and occasional mischief reminded everyone in the household of Toulette. It should be noted that, generally speaking, Reiner was the victim of Nanalie’s teasing, but Dynus and Garren were also targeted every so often.


      Reiner had been continuing his investigation into the legion of thieves, but he had yet to uncover information that would prove the ambush had been an assassination. However, that did not mean that his investigation had been unfruitful—the fact that there was no information available was a clue in itself. There had to be a significantly powerful force backing them for the thieves to have succeeded in leaving no trace.


      The young margrave sat at his desk, where he had been mulling over the situation, and he muttered to himself, “No matter how many years it takes, they will face retribution for their assault on the Valdia family...”


      The very next moment, someone aggressively knocked on the office door.


      What’s going on?! Reiner thought as he immediately responded. The door opened, and Nanalie entered. Her usual bright disposition had been replaced with a deep sorrow.


      “What’s wrong, Nanalie?” Reiner asked, getting up from his seat and making his way toward his wife. “Did something happen?”


      Nanalie leaped into Reiner’s arms, and her voice shook as she replied, “My father... I just received news from the capital that my father is no longer with us.”


      “What?! Lord Tristan passed?!” A look of intense shock washed over Reiner’s face.


      Nanalie was sobbing as she pulled away to hand him a letter. The missive had been sent out by members of the Ronamis household. The envelope had already been opened, and Reiner carefully removed the letter inside to read its contents. It detailed how Tristan’s chronic heart disease had caused him to suffer a heart attack, which had ultimately led to his sudden passing. It also requested that Nanalie temporarily return to the capital in order to attend the funeral.


      Reiner furrowed his brows at the letter before turning his attention back to his wife. “Did Lord Tristan always have a weak heart?” he asked in a gentle tone.


      Nanalie, who was still in his arms, nodded. “Yes, but in his recent letters, he said that he was doing quite well,” she replied, her voice still trembling. “Even his doctor said that there were no problems, so I believed there was nothing to worry about.”


      “I see... In any case, we must prepare to travel to the capital at once.”


      Though Reiner was shocked by this sudden unfortunate news, the most prominent emotion he was feeling was a desire to support Nanalie. Before the end of the day, the Valdias finished making arrangements and departed for the capital.


      Upon arriving at the Rominas home, Nanalie was welcomed by the household staff. Soon after, Tristan’s funeral was held. The funeral saw significantly more guests than had been anticipated, due to the combined factors of the event being held in the imperial capital and the Ronamis family being so venerable. As a result, the service became a much larger-scale affair than originally planned.


      Among the attendees were Arwin and Velltier, as well as several other prominent nobles. Once the funeral concluded, Arwin made his way to Reiner.


      “I’m so sorry you’ve had to go through this so soon after your own parents, Reiner,” the prince said, offering his condolences. “I’m sure this has all been quite the ordeal.”


      Reiner shook his head and gently replied, “I had Nanalie by my side to support me through my loss. This time, all I want is to be able to support her.”


      The margrave’s response made it clear that he and his wife had a loving relationship, which put a smile on Arwin’s face. That joy didn’t last for long, however, and Arwin quickly scanned their surroundings before turning back to his friend with a dire expression.


      “You’re the only one I’m sharing this with,” he whispered. “There are some suspicious circumstances surrounding Lord Tristan’s death. I’m going to privately investigate this matter, so you just focus on supporting Lady Nanalie, okay?”


      “What?!” Reiner was visibly perplexed. “I understand... But please keep me updated on any developments.”


      Arwin simply replied with a nod.


      Someone had conspired against Reiner’s parents, and now, they had possibly targeted Nanalie’s father as well. Though he didn’t let it show, the thought of that filled him with boiling rage.


      Tristan’s funeral concluded without any issues, and Reiner stood by Nanalie’s side throughout the entire service, supporting her. Though they had faced no issues with the funeral, Count Ronamis’s death had left several other problems to be solved. Nanalie had married into the Valdia family, so the Ronamis family had been left without an heir. As a result, along with the grief of losing the lord they had served, the staff of the Ronamis household were filled with uncertainty over their futures.


      On their way to the capital, Nanalie had consulted Reiner about what they should do moving forward, so Reiner proposed their plan to the staff. The Valdias extended offers to everyone who had served the Ronamis household to work for their family, either at the villa in the imperial capital or at the main residence in the Valdia Mark. The staff were overjoyed to hear this, and nearly everyone accepted the offer.


      As for the Ronamis family’s assets, Nanalie had been set to inherit the entire estate. Since she was the margravine of the Valdia Mark, her inheritance of the estate was virtually no different from the Valdia family absorbing the Ronamis family. This transfer of assets would give the Valdias too much power, so the land and mansions that had been owned by the Ronamis family were relinquished to the empire.


      With the funeral over and their affairs sorted, Reiner and Nanalie left the imperial residences in the care of their butlers and set out to return to the Valdia Mark. Once they arrived home, as Nanalie stepped out of the carriage, she suddenly became dizzy and leaned against Reiner. She tried to remain strong and insisted that she was fine, but he immediately had her on bed rest and called for a doctor, just to be safe.


      “You’re overreacting,” Nanalie insisted, trying to be brave. At the same time, seeing how concerned he was for her well-being made her so happy that she couldn’t help but smile.


      Soon after, the doctor arrived. Reiner had called for a female physician, which had been his way of trying to make his wife as comfortable as possible. He waited in another room while the doctor examined Nanalie, and eventually the doctor summoned him to his wife’s room so that she could report the results of her exam.


      He entered the room to find Nanalie sitting up in bed. Her face was flushed, but she also looked ecstatic.


      Is something wrong? Reiner wondered. The margrave couldn’t connect the dots between the expression on Nanalie’s face and the reason he had been summoned to her room and was visibly confused. Nanalie just smiled at her husband, then the physician followed suit.


      “Congratulations, Sir Reiner,” the doctor said. “Lady Nanalie is with child.”


      “What? Child? She’s pregnant?!”


      Reiner’s eyes widened with shock, and he turned his attention to his wife. Nanalie smiled at him, placing a hand on her stomach.


      “Our child is growing in here, dear,” she said with a giggle. “I was also quite surprised when I first heard the news.”


      “I-I’m sure you were... Thank you, Nanalie. I can’t imagine anything more wonderful than this.”


      On that day, the couple who had faced tragedy after tragedy finally had some unexpected and extremely welcome joy. The news of Nanalie’s pregnancy was immediately shared throughout the Valdia household, and the entire residence was enveloped in a blissful atmosphere.


      Some time later, Reiner visited Nanalie’s room in hopes of discussing something with her. The margrave appeared somewhat embarrassed, but he steeled himself and proceeded to share what was on his mind.


      “Well, um, regarding the name of our child...my father had said that he would want his grandchild to be named Reid if it was a boy and Meredy if it was a girl. I’d like to use those names—of course, that is only if you are all right with it.”


      Once he finished saying his piece, he handed Nanalie the letter he’d received from Toulette. Nanalie looked surprised, but she accepted it. As she read through it, a gentle smile spread across her face.


      “Your father and mother were both so incredibly excited for us,” she remarked with a giggle. “And for our child as well...” She looked down at her belly, her eyes full of love as she gently rubbed it. Then she looked back up at Reiner and cheerfully responded, “I think those names are wonderful. Reid for a boy, and Meredy for a girl. They are both lovely options.”


      “Thank you, Nanalie.”


      Reiner was overcome with joy, to the point that his expression softened into a deeply gentle smile that he usually never showed to anyone.


      Eventually, the couple welcomed their child into the world, thankfully with no complications. The newest member of their family was a boy who shared both Reiner’s hair color and eye color, and he was named Reid Valdia.


      Several years later, Nanalie gave birth to their second child, who sported the same beautiful red hair and purple eyes as the margravine. The Valdias’ second child was a girl, and she was named Meredy Valdia. Upon welcoming her into the world, the Valdia household was filled with even more joy.


      ◇


      In a certain mansion was a room so dimly lit that the faces of the men inside were obscured.


      “Contrary to what we initially predicted, Nanalie and Reiner have gotten married,” a man said in a formal tone. “How shall we proceed?”


      “We’ll wait and see how things go...” another replied. His voice was dignified and carried weight.


      “Wait and see?” the first man repeated to confirm what he’d heard.


      “That’s right. We had no choice but to take action, but even so, we may have drawn too much attention. It would be dangerous to do anything more. For now, we’ll wait and see.”


      “Very well...” the formal man replied with a nod.


      Upon hearing that response, both men’s presences disappeared from the room.


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      Hello, everyone. I am the author, MIZUNA.


      I know I’m jumping right into things, but I would like to thank you for reading The Petty Villain Plays by the Rules: Rewriting This Otome Game with Honest Work! I am truly grateful.


      I’d also like to take this opportunity to thank the various people who were involved in the novelization of this story. Thank you to TO Books; H, who managed this project; Ruki, who provided the wonderful illustrations for this book; and all of the lovely people who supported this novel online. I’m truly grateful to you all.


      These days, I have been dizzyingly busy preparing this story for publication, updating the web novel daily, and my job. It is only thanks to my family’s support that I’ve been able to last this long. That is to say, when I’m swamped with the aforementioned work on my plate, I end up neglecting my household responsibilities. At this point, it feels like no matter how much time I have, it’s never enough. It has been incredibly reassuring to have my family’s support during this time, and I’m so grateful for them. I can’t thank them enough.


      Speaking of family, it looks like the Valdias will be welcoming a new member into theirs in the form of Reid’s wife. I hope that once wed, the young couple will support each other in their endeavors, but who knows how the future will turn out? I find my own heart racing while I’m writing. I have a general outline for how I’d like the story to progress, but as I’m writing, I end up having many moments where I consider a character’s personality, state of mind, and/or position and decide they may act differently. I believe that leaning into those moments helps the story grow and become even more interesting.


      Throughout writing this story, leaning into those moments has led to several surprising developments. Personally, I think one of the most unexpected developments has been Diana. When I first introduced her, I had no intention of her having such a strong presence in the story. While writing the web novel, I followed my intuition and deviated from my plans on multiple occasions, which led to several characters having quite memorable moments. I think it could be fun for readers to try and figure out which characters surprised me during the writing process.


      Moving on, I only have a limited amount of space for this afterword, so I’d like to take this opportunity to discuss the side stories—specifically, the tale of Reiner and Nanalie’s past, which began in volume 1 and continued here in volume 2. This side story was originally something I’d been planning to write for the web novel much further down the line, but in hopes of making the novelization even more fun for my readers, I rushed to pen these chapters.


      There were too many things I wanted to include in this volume, so I’ve had to trim some sections of the web novel where Reid doesn’t appear. The side stories are my way of continuing these tales.


      On that note, this side story had forty thousand characters when I submitted it to H, who responded, “This cannot fit in a single volume. Can we split it into two parts?” H seemed quite troubled. As you can imagine, there was, of course, a page limit set for the entire volume. Adding a forty-thousand-character side story to a book that was only one hundred and fifty thousand characters in length was obviously going to put the book over its page limit. It wasn’t impossible to make the additional content fit, but that would involve doing things like making the font smaller, which would compromise the legibility of the novel. As a result, the story was split into two parts.


      I’d like to continue writing side stories featuring events I didn’t get to include in the web novel, so they may become one of the highlights of the novelization. However, I’d also like to encourage readers to check out the web novel, because it has the latest chapters of this story. If you do check it out, it would really help my motivation if you could bookmark the story, follow my account, or rate the story five stars, LOL.


      Finally, thanks to my wonderful readers, volume 3 is already in the works. I’m so incredibly touched by your support. I’m looking forward to seeing you all again in the next volume. Thank you for reading this volume through to the end.




      Sincerely,


      MIZUNA
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